
[image: Setting Boundaries: 100 Ways to Protect Yourself, Strengthen Your Relationships, and Build the Life You Want…Starting Now!, by Krystal Mazzola Wood, MEd, LMFT. Therapy within Reach.]



[image: Setting Boundaries: 100 Ways to Protect Yourself, Strengthen Your Relationships, and Build the Life You Want…Starting Now!, by Krystal Mazzola Wood, MEd, LMFT. Adams Media. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]




Dedication

To Amy—long before I ever believed I deserved self-protection, you never failed to affirm my right to it. You have been an integral part of my healing journey and my first experience of a healthy relationship. Our friendship is one of the greatest gifts of my life—thank you for being such a bright light—I love you.




Introduction

Do you find yourself saying yes to too many requests? Frustrated by a meddling in-law or parent? Overtired, undernourished, or stressed? You may need to learn to set better boundaries. Setting healthy boundaries allows you to establish limits on the influence others have on your life and to make choices about what’s right for you. Boundaries can look like saying no to an invitation, standing up for yourself with loved ones, asserting your needs in a relationship, and taking care of your body. Therapy Within Reach: Setting Boundaries will teach you why you need boundaries in every area of your life—from your relationships to your health to your work—and how to set them.

Taking the steps to have healthier boundaries is courageous. You may feel a little intimidated or uncertain as you begin this journey, but Therapy Within Reach: Setting Boundaries makes the process easy to understand and can support you whether you work alongside a therapist or alone. If your budget or schedule makes therapy difficult to incorporate into your life, allow this book to be your step-by-step guide as you transform your life.

Throughout this book, much like in therapy, you will gain greater self-awareness. This self-awareness empowers you to acquire many necessary skills for boundary setting. For example, when you know yourself better, the boundaries you need are easier to identify. The self-confidence that comes with self-awareness allows you to communicate your limits effectively with others in a kind, clear, and loving way. Self-awareness also empowers you to overcome personal barriers to setting limits, including guilt and anxiety. You’ll learn that setting boundaries is not selfish or unfriendly—in fact, it’s the best way to build relationships based in honesty. Finally, the more you know about yourself, the more you care about yourself. Greater self-love assists you in setting boundaries as you become increasingly committed to self-protection.

Boundary setting is a skill that requires taking action, so you will find one hundred hands-on activities in this book. These exercises provide concrete opportunities to develop and practice your boundary-setting skills in quick and simple ways. For example, you’ll learn how to:


	Overcome any guilt that’s preventing you from setting boundaries

	Discover which specific boundaries you need and why

	Say no without being hostile

	Clearly and confidently communicate your limits to others

	Push back when your boundaries are not respected

	And more



Therapy Within Reach: Setting Boundaries will teach you how to identify what you need and don’t need in your life. Just like you can develop and strengthen muscles, you will develop and strengthen your ability to set boundaries in a way that feels natural and intuitive. These skills will serve you well throughout your life, as the need to set, express, and adjust boundaries never goes away. Your ongoing commitment to boundaries will help you build healthy relationships, boost your confidence, and create a happy and well-balanced life.




How to Use This Book

Going to therapy is a powerful and courageous way to learn more about yourself, prioritize your mental health, and overcome life’s challenges. The Therapy Within Reach series allows you to explore important mental health topics in the comfort of your own home, at your own pace. Whether you are considering going to therapy or are years into your practice, the hands-on, practical exercises in Therapy Within Reach: Setting Boundaries can help you reinforce key ideas, practice new skills, and accelerate your progress.

While it’s not necessary to attend therapy while using this book, a professional therapist can help you face particularly difficult challenges along the way. After all, a therapist who knows you and your situation is best qualified to assess and address your individual needs.

Therapy Within Reach: Setting Boundaries is set up in an easy-to-follow way. Chapters 1 and 2 provide the background information you’ll need for the rest of this book, including what boundaries look like, the reasons they’re necessary, and how to stay committed to them—even when it’s challenging. You are then free to explore the rest of the chapters in any way that works for you. You can proceed through the book chapter by chapter or jump directly to topics and activities that resonate with you. There is no wrong choice.

During the process of learning to set boundaries, you may uncover some difficult aspects of your life that you have not fully processed yet. Be patient and kind with yourself. It’s important to listen to—and honor—your thoughts and emotions. Reflect on these ideas fully and honestly and ask for help if you need it.

Whether you are using this book with a therapist or alone, it can open your eyes to new insights and ideas that can improve your physical and mental well-being. You are tremendously brave to choose to cultivate better boundaries. This is challenging but rewarding work that is worth your effort. Let Therapy Within Reach: Setting Boundaries be your gentle guide on this important journey.




PART 1 Getting Started

When you’re just starting out on any journey, it’s wise to prepare yourself. In Part 1, you will cultivate essential knowledge and skills to serve your entire boundary-setting journey throughout this book and beyond. It’s natural to have more questions than answers right now, not only about how to set boundaries but what you authentically want. You will learn a lot about yourself throughout this process: You will connect fully with your goals and develop skills to keep you motivated even when you feel uncomfortable or challenged on the road ahead. You will learn how to encourage yourself while keeping yourself accountable to doing what’s healthy for you.

This part will also encourage you to envision the future of your dreams. You may not even know what that looks like yet, which is understandable. Maybe you’ve been told before you’re not being realistic when you’ve dreamed aloud—this book will help you ignore the naysayers and achieve the authentic life of your dreams. Please know that just by being here, you’ve already started changing your life with your courage to try to improve your boundary-setting skills.




CHAPTER 1 Laying the Foundation for Healthy Boundaries

Boundaries impact every aspect of your life and allow you to feel safe, relaxed, and loved. But there is more to boundaries than that—there are external and internal boundaries, and it’s important to know how to make them “just right”…in other words, not too shaky or too strong.

In this chapter, you will learn all of the fundamentals of a healthy boundary system so you can build your knowledge base and confidence. These essential concepts will set you up for success as you address the more specific topics (such as boundaries around time, money, and so on) in the rest of the book.


What Are Boundaries?

In self-care terms, boundaries are any limit you need to set to feel safe. They are related to your unique needs, wants, and values. Boundaries are also connected to your authenticity. Living as you truly want to requires you to make choices about what works for you and what doesn’t. Sometimes, your limits become clear from your gut or heart rather than being a conscious choice.

Boundaries—when healthy—are always present. They also exist in every relationship you have, including the one you have with yourself. Healthy boundaries are consistent, yet flexible. They may differ depending on the relationship, your mood, time of day, and your negotiable needs and wants. You may be extroverted, for example, yet still need your space at times.

Boundaries are like a fence around your house that allows you to feel protected from others. You decide who comes in and who stays out. But healthy boundaries are a fence—not a wall. You should be firm with your limits, but when it feels right, you may compromise too. For example, your doctor’s office may have a policy of charging you for late cancellations. They may enforce this regularly, which is a solid boundary. Yet if there is an urgent need for you to cancel, your doctor may waive the fee. This is your doctor’s healthy boundaries in action, as they are consistent yet flexible.

Boundaries work involves the rights you have alongside the responsibilities you have to others. You have the right to your needs and limits, and you have the responsibility to communicate these kindly. Rather than criticizing your spouse for being “lazy,” for example, you may ask them to clean up after themselves. The basis of all healthy relationships is a sense of mutual safety.

Finally, a healthy boundaries system is comprised of two parts: external and internal limits. Let’s learn more about each.



Understanding External Boundaries

External boundaries protect you from other people and act like the fence around your house, keeping you safe. They may be expressed directly at times—for example, if you ask a friend to let you know when they are running late in the future, this is an expressed external boundary.

Other times, however, you may choose not to express an external boundary that you still enforce, for a variety of reasons such as:


	Sometimes it just won’t be an option to do so. If someone cuts you off in traffic, you won’t be able to tell them assertively you need your safety respected. Yet at the same time, you may choose to switch lanes and avoid that car as best as possible in order to feel your safety is being respected.

	Sometimes it isn’t necessary to express your external limit. Your own validation of your boundary—in other words, supporting its legitimacy—is enough to make you feel secure. For example, if you are avoiding diet culture, you may distance yourself in a conversation if someone is labeling foods as good or bad. You may choose not to assert your limit because you don’t need the other person to stop. Your own understanding—and respect—of your limit may be enough for you to take steps to feel safe.

	Finally, there are some situations or people with whom it’s not safe to set limits directly. If you know certain people will argue with you or degrade you for setting boundaries, it’s best to avoid expressing them directly to this person. You have a right to your boundaries and to feel safe. Part of this right to safety is discerning who is safe to set limits with and who is not. Let’s say you have a coworker who bullies others. You may choose to avoid them rather than directly telling them you prefer kind communication. The way others—or you—respond to a boundary being set or a need being expressed is what separates safe people from unsafe people. In Chapter 9, you will learn more about how to discern safe people from unsafe ones.





Understanding Internal Boundaries

Internal limits are the boundaries you set on yourself to be safe. There are two parts to this:


	1 The limits you set to be safe for others—for example, you may avoid saying things out of anger.

	2 The limits you set to be safe for you—for example, you may practice self-care and self-soothing, perhaps by taking a walk to clear your head.



The basis of all healthy relationships is a sense of mutual safety, and internal boundaries help you maintain that.



Two Common Types of Boundary Problems

Here are two problems that many people experience with boundaries:


	1 Porous boundaries are those that may exist in some situations, or times, but not others. A porous boundary might look like telling people personal, vulnerable information about yourself you wouldn’t want shared too early in a relationship. People-pleasing is also a sign of a porous boundary because in the name of making others happy, you might forget to give yourself this same care.

	2 Walled-off boundaries look like an inability to be vulnerable or trust others despite signs they are trustworthy.



You may experience both of these situations with different boundaries: In some situations you may be walled off, and in others, too porous. You may also have healthy boundaries in some relationships or environments, or you might have violated someone else’s boundary. No person follows a clear, linear path with their boundary concerns. This imperfection is human. Please try to avoid criticizing or attacking yourself. The most important thing is you are building greater awareness now to be safer moving forward. Finally, know that there are no “right” or “wrong” boundaries, as these are connected to your own personal preferences.

Learning how to set boundaries is about progress, never perfection (which is not possible for us humans!). Learning to develop greater understanding of healthy boundaries, and deeper self-awareness, are important wins in this journey.





Visualize Your Boundaries

In this exercise, you will visualize your boundaries as a bubble that is solid yet flexible. This enables you to think about boundaries as firm and consistent parameters to feel safe, while also being open to negotiating with others whenever possible to meet both of your needs. Once you have read through this visualization, try repeating it daily—especially when you are interacting with difficult people or in situations that overwhelm you. This visualization will help you feel more grounded and secure as you face those challenges.

Tools:

Piece of paper and a writing utensil (optional)

Steps:


	1 Find a comfortable seat and put both feet on the ground to enable you to feel more emotionally grounded. You may do this however you feel most comfortable—whether that’s inside, with bare feet, with shoes on, or on the earth. If you have a hard time with visualizations, please put both feet on the ground and instead of using your imagination, write out the next prompts in the first person, adding in the details you want.

	2 Imagine a marker in any color you prefer in your hand. Picture yourself drawing a circle all the way around yourself on the ground. Take a deep breath. If you are writing this out, you may write I’m sitting down with a red marker. Now I’m drawing a red circle on the ground around me. (Please continue in that manner for the rest of the exercise.)

	3 Imagine the circle turns into light and begins to rise up all the way around you. This light may be the same color as your marker or a different one. Whatever you see, please know this is right. See this light continuing to grow all the way around you until it is up to your knees and the back of your seat.

	4 As you inhale, allow this light to grow up over your chest and the base of your throat and neck.

	5 Imagine this circle growing over your face and the back of your head. This light continues to grow until it connects over the crown of your head, forming a bubble. It should connect all the way around you. If there are any gaps in your bubble, please visualize patching it with what feels right—perhaps with flowers or a piece of satin.

	6 While in your bubble, you decide what you allow into your life and your emotional experience. You are protected from others’ judgments, expectations, problems, and desires. You choose what works for you and what does not. You also have a filter in this bubble that enables you to respect others’ boundaries. Finally, inside this bubble, you are free to authentically update your limits or negotiate whenever this feels right.

	7 Notice how you feel emotionally in your bubble. What sensations are you aware of in your body? Hopefully, you feel safe and comfortable. If not, please imagine what you may bring into your bubble to feel safer. This should not be another person in your life, though, as this prevents healthy intimacy. This is because genuine intimacy requires each person to have their own separate space. It’s only with this separate space that you can hear and see the other person clearly. Otherwise, they are too close to be truly seen. Rather, you could call in a pet, your higher power, or your future self to comfort you. Explore what allows you to feel safest inside your bubble.

	8 Even as you end the visualization, you can always imagine having this bubble in place. Whenever you feel overwhelmed, check in to see if your protective bubble is up. If not, redo this visualization to re-create it.






Reconnect with Your Body

When you have porous boundaries, your thoughts may center on taking care of others or gaining their approval. This external focus may lead you to feel disconnected from yourself, both emotionally and physically. Sadly, this hinders your ability to identify your boundaries, as these limits can only come from you. In this activity, you will practice reconnecting with your body in the present moment so you can refocus your attention on your needs.

Steps:


	1 Take a moment to center yourself in a way that works for you. This can mean taking a couple deep breaths, putting your feet on the ground, or placing your hands on your heart to focus you on the current moment. Ask yourself, Out of 100 percent of me, how much is present right now? You will likely see, hear, or just know this number. Most people, especially those with porous boundaries, are not 100 percent present. There is no shame in this.

	2 As you breathe in, notice where you feel your consciousness is residing (most people choose their head). Now imagine pulling your attention down from your head and shoulders into the soles of your feet and toes.

	3 Spread your presence into your arms, hands, and fingertips.

	4 Now pull your attention inward and notice any sensations (such as tingles) that may or may not be present in your feet and hands.

	5 Feel yourself fully inhabiting your body. Squeeze your fingers and toes and then gently release to notice your presence in your body.

	6 Take a deep breath to notice the difference physically, and potentially emotionally, when you bring your consciousness more fully into your body. Notice whatever is your truth right now, even if that sensation is discomfort. Simply notice this as information while celebrating yourself for deepening your connection to your body.






Imagine You’re a Child and Protect Yourself

Setting boundaries effectively is almost like parenting yourself. A healthy parent only allows trusted people to watch their child. And if/when their child says they hurt, they attentively listen and take action to protect their child. If you had parents who guided and protected you, then you can use their actions as a model. If not, please know you are not alone—and you are completely capable of becoming a healthy parent toward yourself. In this exercise, you’ll act like a parent to empower yourself to provide the protection you need and deserve.

Tools:

Piece of paper and a writing utensil

Steps:


	1 What situations would you remove yourself from if you were acting as a healthy parent toward yourself? This could be an overly demanding job, for example. You don’t need to justify why these situations aren’t good for you. If these situations hurt “the child,” this is enough to warrant boundaries.

	2 Are there any people you would limit your “child’s” time around? Examples of this could be a toxic friend or a bullying coworker.

	3 Your responses reveal the limits you may need to set. If you’re not ready to do that yet, it’s all right. Simply building your awareness over what hurts is a critical step toward boundary setting.

	4 Now, turn your attention to your inner child. This is the playful, childlike part of you. Building this connection may feel strange, silly, or awkward, but opening up lines of communication with this part of yourself helps deepen your willingness to self-protect. Imagine validating, or supporting, this child by writing them a kind note. Let them know you completely understand why this person, or people, overwhelms them. Validate that there is nothing wrong with being overwhelmed by certain people or situations. Tell this child they have a right to their feelings.

	5 To end the note, comfort the child by letting them know you are learning skills to give them the protection they deserve.






Set Internal Limits to Be Safe with Yourself

The internal limits we’ll explore in this exercise are those boundaries you set to be safe for yourself, such as self-care. Many people overlook these or see them as selfish, when in fact they are the exact opposite. In this activity, you will reflect on areas where you might be able to improve your internal limits.

Tools:

Piece of paper and a writing utensil

Steps:


	1 Divide your piece of paper into three horizontal sections labeled Areas for Growth, Reasons, and Goals. Under Areas for Growth, list areas in your life where you feel like you aren’t showing up for yourself the way you’d like. For example, you may not be getting enough sleep, or maybe you haven’t scheduled an important doctor’s appointment. Try to notice this with accepting curiosity and just focus on becoming aware of these situations.

	2 Provide yourself understanding about the reasons you may sometimes overlook yourself, listing these in the second section of the paper. Being overworked, lacking financial resources, or being overwhelmed are all understandable reasons you may forget to take care of yourself.

	3 In the Goals area of your paper, brainstorm one way you’d like to show up for yourself more, and a baby step you can take toward this goal. For example, if you want to exercise more, you may commit to walking twice a week, which is tremendous progress!






Set Internal Limits to Be Safe with Others

Setting internal limits to be safe with others refers to how you will behave in order to make other people feel safe around you. For example, you may want to avoid saying things when you’re angry. We’re all human, so we will all make mistakes and violate others’ boundaries sometimes. But if you have porous boundaries, you are much more likely to be overwhelmed by those mistakes—even if they are unintentional—than to recognize the truth that others will do the same to you. In this activity, you will follow a six-step framework for being safe for others as best as possible by minimizing shame.

Steps:


	1 Remember a time you violated a boundary. To begin this exercise, recall a time when you violated someone else’s boundaries, even if accidentally. If you can’t think of anything, ask yourself, Has anyone in my life recently told me that I hurt, upset, or offended them? Maybe your daughter has asked you to stop forcing her to play soccer. Perhaps your spouse has let you know that they feel you don’t listen to them.

	2 Notice your feelings. Now carefully observe how this situation makes you feel. Many people feel ashamed. This is different from guilt, which is the feeling of “I did a bad thing.” Shame, on the other hand, makes you believe you are a “bad person.”

	3 Observe how you treat yourself. Think about how you are treating yourself as a result of this situation. Some people are very hard on themselves when they feel ashamed, guilty, or embarrassed. Remember, the very nature of being human is to be imperfect. You will naturally make mistakes, including violating others’ limits at times, simply because you are human.

	4 Practice self-compassion. Practice saying no to the critical voice that may be telling you how “bad” you are right now. This type of shame attack prevents you from being safe for yourself. It also prevents you from giving those around you the very safety you want to give them. When you don’t set limits around that critical voice, it’s natural to want to defend your actions to “prove” you’re good rather than validating where you may have been hurtful to someone.

	5 Identify any defensiveness. Notice if you have the urge to defend or justify your actions that have upset others. Defensiveness invalidates the other person’s feelings and boundaries, leaving them more upset. Try to assess the situation like a robot trying to gather the facts.

	6 Be accountable. All people violate others’ boundaries at times, but what separates safe people from unsafe ones is the ability to take genuine accountability. In your situation, what can you take accountability for without falsely apologizing or being defensive? Genuine accountability includes an apology alongside steps to change. What can you do to be a safe person for the people in your life you may have hurt? For example:

	You could apologize to your daughter and validate that she has the right to choose the after-school activities that bring her joy. As her parent, you still have the responsibility to guide her, so you may also validate the importance of movement and encourage her to identify what other exercise she likes.

	You could tell your spouse that you hear what they’re saying and admit that you’ve been distracted. You may let them know you value connection too and will dedicate twenty minutes a night to just being with them—without screens.









Learn Different Communication Methods

There are four primary ways of communicating: passive, passive-aggressive, aggressive, and assertive communication. Ultimately, all but assertive communication are unsafe forms of communicating with others. They are unsafe for you because you don’t get your needs met and they’re unsafe for others because they’re not respectful. These ineffective forms of communicating lead to misunderstandings, preventable conflict, and resentment—and they’re a common reason couples seek out therapy.

In this activity, you will explore your personal habits of communicating to gain awareness and increase your sense of safety while respecting others. Remember, everyone is imperfect, and everyone makes mistakes. No matter how much you have practiced effective boundary-setting skills, you will communicate ineffectively at times. This is a process of progress, not perfection.

Tools:

TV show or movie

Piece of paper and a writing utensil, or a digital notepad

Steps:


	1 Take some time to watch a TV show or movie. This can be the next episode in a series you’re watching, an old favorite, or something unfamiliar. When you watch this show, you will act as a detective, noting what types of communication are being used at any given time. You may feel uncertain at times and that’s completely okay. Simply note which one of the four main styles of communicating you hear when they’re clear. Try to find at least one example of each. Write down what you heard that highlighted the specific type of communication (e.g., “The guy she was dating said ‘If you don’t do this for me, you don’t love me,’ and that’s aggressive.”). Here are the four styles:

	Passive communication is when you don’t speak up for what you need, want, or feel. Here you are silent and don’t express your needs or limits at all. You may notice that this type of communicating happens more frequently in certain situations or with certain people. You may notice more what someone isn’t saying more than what they are saying when you hear passive communication in others.

	Passive-aggressive communication is when you don’t clearly express your needs—you may guilt others, make “jokes,” or slip in subtle comments, hoping others will pick up on your needs or limits. You may hear others gossiping, being sarcastic, or mocking someone when they are being passive-aggressive. Or they might use body language such as rolling their eyes.

	Aggressive communication includes yelling, criticizing others, or making threats. A person may act like a bully or cutthroat when they are being aggressive. Remember, all people are imperfect, so try to withhold judgment. A person’s body language may look intimidating such as glaring, pointing fingers, or clenching their fists or jaw when they’re being aggressive.

	When you use assertive communication, you directly tell people what you need, want, expect, or what your boundaries are in a way that’s safe for you and them. Assertive communication allows people to clearly hear your needs while minimizing their potential urge to be defensive because they feel respected. When you hear this in others, they are clear, kind, direct, and honest about their thoughts, feelings, needs, and wants with the listener. They also are respectful of the listener’s viewpoints.




	2 Once you have at least one example for each type of communication, ask yourself some questions:

	How did you feel watching the non-assertive communication styles in others? Did any make you feel overwhelmed or cringe? Notice how it’s understandable that others, and you, could sometimes speak in ways that aren’t assertive for various reasons. Also notice how non-assertive communication may overwhelm, upset, confuse, or anger the listener, leading to less effective interactions.

	What was the impact you observed of assertive communication on relationships compared to non-assertive communication?

	When you heard assertive communication, how did this feel? Notice that even if you’re not in the practice of being consistently assertive yet, it’s completely possible to learn. As you move forward in this book, you will find many opportunities to communicate more effectively by using assertive communication. Practice being courageous and open-minded when these opportunities arise.
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