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Understanding Boundary Issues

A gentle way to use this resource

Begin anywhere. Read one section at a time, choose only what fits, and skip, adapt, pause, or stop as

needed. Try one practice before adding another. Reflection is an invitation, not a requirement.

Created by Michelle D. Elder, MSW, LMHC | My Reflective Collective

Educational wellness material. Not therapy, diagnosis, medical advice, crisis care, or a substitute for individualized professional support.
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Before you begin
Take a moment to notice where you are starting. There is no correct answer and no requirement to complete every

prompt.

What is most present? What would feel supportive?

[ ] Tension or restlessness

[ ] Heavy emotion

[ ] Numbness or shutdown

[ ] Racing thoughts

[ ] Low energy

[ ] Something else: __________

[ ] More steadiness

[ ] More clarity

[ ] Comfort or rest

[ ] A practical next step

[ ] Connection or support

[ ] Something else: __________

A simple rhythm

1. Notice Name what is happening without judging it.

2. Choose Select one prompt or practice that fits your energy and circumstances.

3. Try Use it gently for a clear amount of time. Smaller still counts.

4. Check Notice whether you feel even slightly steadier, clearer, safer, or less alone.

Low-energy option
Read only the headings. Circle or note one sentence that feels useful. Then choose one action that takes five minutes or

less. You can return later; stopping is allowed.
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A trauma-informed, client-centered workbook for recognizing needs, communicating limits, and building relationships

with greater clarity and respect.

Purpose

Boundaries are limits and agreements that help protect well-being, time, energy, privacy, belongings, values, and

relationships. A healthy boundary is not punishment or control. It explains what you will participate in, what you need,

and what you may do when a limit is not respected.

Your Choice Comes First

You decide what to answer, share, change, or leave blank. Go slowly. Keep your eyes open, take breaks, use another

language, ask someone to read with you, or stop. When stating a boundary could increase danger, prioritize safety and

seek individualized support from a qualified advocate or professional.

What Boundaries Can Protect

- Physical space, touch, health, rest, and sensory needs.

- Emotional energy and the right to have your own feelings.

- Time, availability, work hours, and recovery time.

- Privacy, personal information, devices, and online access.

- Money, belongings, transportation, and shared responsibilities.

- Values, culture, spirituality, identity, and personal decisions.

- Communication, including tone, timing, topics, and conflict pauses.

Boundary, Request, or Control?

A request asks another person to do something: Please lower your voice.

A boundary names your limit and your response: If yelling begins, I will pause and return when the conversation is

calmer.

Control attempts to manage another person's choices or isolate them: You are not allowed to speak to anyone I dislike.

Consider patterns, power differences, consent, safety, and whether both people are allowed to have needs.

Notice Your Signals

The body may notice a problem before words arrive. Signals can include tightness, dread, numbness, irritation,

confusion, freezing, rehearsing explanations, resentment, or exhaustion.

What tells me that I may need a limit?

________________________________________________________________________

Which situations leave me pressured, responsible for everyone, or unable to say no?

________________________________________________________________________

The Five-Step Pause
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1. Notice what is happening in your body, emotions, and thoughts.

2. Orient to where you are, who is present, and whether you have enough safety and privacy to respond.

3. Name the need: time, information, space, respect, rest, choice, or support.

4. Choose: say yes, no, not now, ask a question, leave, or delay the decision.

5. Check whether the choice supports your values and well-being.

Permission to Delay

- I need time to think about that.

- I am not ready to decide right now.

- Let me check my schedule and get back to you.

- I want more information before I agree.

- I cannot answer while I feel pressured.

A Clear Boundary Formula

When ______ happens, I notice or feel ______. I need ______. If it continues, I will ______.

Example: When work messages arrive after my scheduled hours, I cannot settle. I need protected off-time. I will respond

during my next work period unless we agreed it is an emergency.

Build Your Statement

The observable situation, without labels or mind-reading:

________________________________________________________________________

What I notice or feel:

________________________________________________________________________

What I need or prefer:

________________________________________________________________________

What I can realistically do if the pattern continues:

________________________________________________________________________

Gentle Scripts

- No, I am not available for that.

- I can help for twenty minutes, but I cannot take over the whole task.

- I want to continue without insults. I will pause if they begin.

- Please ask before sharing information about me.

- That topic is private. I am not discussing it.

- I care about you, and I cannot be your only source of support.
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- I need the plan in writing so I can process it.

- I changed my mind. I am no longer able to agree to that.

Low-Energy Options

- Use one sentence instead of a long explanation.

- Send a written response if speaking is difficult or less safe.

- Ask for a support person, interpreter, advocate, or accommodation.

- Repeat the same statement without adding more reasons.

- Leave the message unanswered until you have capacity.

- Reduce contact temporarily while deciding what is sustainable.

When Guilt Appears

Guilt does not always mean a boundary is wrong. It may mean the boundary is unfamiliar, someone is disappointed, or

an old survival strategy is being challenged.

Ask yourself:

- Did I communicate honestly and respectfully?

- Am I protecting a legitimate need, value, responsibility, or safety concern?

- Am I expecting myself to prevent every uncomfortable feeling?

- Would I judge someone I care about for setting this limit?

- Is there anything I want to repair without abandoning the boundary?

Believable Affirmations

- My needs can matter even when another person has needs too.

- I am allowed to ask for time and information.

- A respectful no does not require a courtroom-level defense.

- I can be caring without being constantly available.

- I can adjust a boundary when circumstances change.

- Someone's disappointment does not automatically mean I caused harm.

Mindful Rehearsal

Notice one supportive surface beneath you. Look around and name three neutral things. Read your boundary statement

slowly. Notice where your voice becomes rushed or apologetic. Try again with fewer words and a steady pace. You do

not have to sound fearless; you need language you can use.

Respecting Other People's Boundaries
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Healthy boundaries are mutual. Listen without demanding a justification. Ask instead of assuming. Accept no, not now,

and changed consent. If a limit affects shared responsibilities, discuss alternatives without retaliation, ridicule, threats,

silent punishment, or pressure.

Repair After a Misstep

- I realize I kept pushing after you said no. That was not respectful.

- I shared something private. I am sorry, and I will not repeat it.

- I became defensive. I want to understand what you need.

- I cannot promise perfection, but I can name the change I will practice.

Repair includes changed behavior, not only an apology.

Safety and Power Differences

Boundary-setting is more complicated with abuse, coercion, stalking, financial dependence, housing risk, immigration

concerns, disability support needs, workplace power, or court involvement. Direct confrontation is not always safest.

Quiet planning, documentation, professional advice, or an advocate may be more appropriate. This workbook cannot

create an individualized safety plan.

My Boundary Plan

One situation I want to address:

________________________________________________________________________

The need or value I want to protect:

________________________________________________________________________

My short boundary statement:

________________________________________________________________________

My realistic follow-through:

________________________________________________________________________

A person or professional who can support me:

________________________________________________________________________

A lower-risk option if direct communication is unsafe:

________________________________________________________________________

Reflection

What boundary already works well, and what made it possible?

________________________________________________________________________

Which boundary would make daily life five percent more sustainable?

________________________________________________________________________
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What is one compassionate next step?

________________________________________________________________________

Educational wellness resource created by Michelle D. Elder, MSW, LMHC for My Reflective Collective. This is not

therapy, diagnosis, medical or legal advice, crisis care, or an individualized safety plan. In immediate danger, contact

local emergency services or an appropriate crisis service in your country.
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Supportive practices and reminders
Trauma-informed choice

You are in charge of pace, privacy, and participation. Keep your eyes open if that feels safer. Change the words,

position, movement, or environment. Skip any prompt that increases distress. You never have to describe a traumatic

experience to benefit from grounding or reflection.

A one-minute mindfulness pause

Notice one point of support beneath you. Look around and name three neutral things you see. Notice one sound and

one body sensation without trying to change either. Ask, 'What would support me in the next few minutes?' Choose the

smallest workable response.

Believable affirmations

Choose language your mind can accept. Try: 'I can take one step at a time.' 'My needs and boundaries matter.' 'I am

allowed to pause.' 'I can ask for support.' 'This moment is difficult, and it will not always feel exactly like this.' Edit any

statement until it feels honest and respectful.

Practical tips

Pair reflection with water, food, movement, rest, medication as prescribed, or contact with a safe person when needed.

Save the most helpful page where it is easy to find. Revisit the resource when you are relatively steady so the choices

feel familiar during harder moments.

When more support is appropriate

A worksheet cannot provide emergency care, diagnosis, or individualized treatment. Consider a qualified

health or mental-health professional when distress is intense, persistent, worsening, affecting daily

functioning, or connected with safety concerns. In immediate danger, contact local emergency services or a

crisis service available in your country.
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Integrate and choose your next step
Pause after reading. More information is not always more helpful; the goal is to leave with one choice you can actually

use.

What stood out?

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

What is one kind, realistic next step?

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

What support, boundary, or adaptation would help?

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

If this did not help

You did not fail. Try making the step smaller, changing from a thinking practice to a body or sensory

practice, checking basic needs, or involving a safe person. Strong, persistent, or worsening distress may

need professional or crisis support beyond a worksheet.


