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Setting Boundaries and Limits  

Compiled by Samantha Pekh, M.A., Registered Psychologist  

Clues to Boundary Crossings / Violations 
 

 Feeling ignored 

 Feeling underappreciated 

 Feeling taken advantage of 

 Feeling pressured 

 Feeling forced 

 Feeling resentful 

 Feeling uncomfortable 

 Feeling less than 

 Feeling hurt 

 Feeling guilty 

 Finding yourself thinking, “I don’t want to, but I really should, they are my mother, 

brother, etc.”  

 Feeling whiny or wanting to complain about someone else 

 Feeling the need to cut people out of your life or to put up walls 

 When something does not feel right.  

 Saying yes because you feel guilty 

 Feeling responsible to solve someone else’s problems rather than help or support them. 

 

If you decide to comply or meet a request and you do not feel the above, then you will likely 

feel good. You will also likely feel love, connected, inspired, and motivated. These would all be 

clues that the needs of both people involved were respected and met.  

Saying yes to a request or a demand when you are feeling any of the above, however, will 

inevitability result in you not feeling good about saying yes or in you not being able to enjoy 

yourself during the activity. Often, this will also lead to you feeling secretly angry, resentful, or 

possibly to act in a passive-aggressive way (i.e., I’l l do it, but I won’t do it happily or properly”).  

The above examples can also occur after a certain situations, such as receiving unsolicited 

advice or after someone completes a task for you without first asking if you wanted their help.  

It can be hard to detect a boundary crossing during these types of situations because the 

crossing occurred while seemingly innocent “help” was being offered. Underneath unsolicited 

advice or help, however, can sometimes be a belief that the other person knows better. Even if 
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this fact may be true (i.e., If you did _____ this way, it would work better”), the advice or help 

was not offered while honouring your right to have your own opinions. It was not offered by 

first asking if you wanted advice or help. Although this is a common occurrence and usually 

with good intentions (i.e., to help you), it was not respectful of your independence and abilities. 

Strategies for addressing boundary crossings and violations will be discussed below.  

Getting Started 

 When you are not use to setting boundaries and stating your needs, it can often be difficult to 

know when or how you should. Before you begin stating your limits, it will be important for you 

to spend some time noticing when you feel any of the above clues. This will help you to 

increase your ability to listen to your own needs and understand what feels right for you or not. 

Once you understand your own limits or needs more, you will be more prepared to begin 

stating what they are to other people. Strategies for setting limits and boundaries will be 

discussed below.  

Side Note: 

The above is not intended to cause concern about spontaneously helping others and trying to 

be nice. Instead, the above is speaking to the times that the advice or help resulted in you or 

someone else feeling any of the above emotions and urges. The above is intended to clarify for 

the person receiving help or advice to intuitively know when a boundary crossing or violation 

has occurred. With this self-understanding, you will be more equipped to begin addressing the 

specific crossing/violation.   
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Examples of Setting Limits 

 I only have 5 minutes to talk right now. 

 

 We have talked about this a lot. Can we talk about something else right now? 

 

 I am not up for talking about that right now. Hey, can I tell you about __________ 

instead? 

 

 I am tired right now, so I have about 10 minutes that I can give you my full attention. If 

you need more time, then I will need to wait until tomorrow to discuss this.   

 

 I need to talk about this. If you are tired right now, then when will you have some time 

that we can sit down and go over this?  

 

 I need to let you know that when you cut me off earlier today, that really hurt. 

 

 I know you care about me, but I would really love your advice when I ask for it.  

 

 I just want to let you know that what you said yesterday really hurt. I care about you and 

want to make sure that I mention this to you so I don’t hold on to that hurt and pull 

away from you.  

 

 I want to talk to you about what happened yesterday because I care about you and this 

is important for me. I know you are angry with me, but your comment was hurtful and I 

didn’t feel respected.   

 

 I’m sorry, I already have plans. 

 

 I know you don’t mean any harm, but please stop calling me ___________. It makes me 

feel uncomfortable.  

 

 I know you are just trying to be affectionate, but I don’t feel comfortable with that type 

of touch.  

 

 It is hard for me to hug for a long time, could we just keep to brief hugs, it would be 

make me feel much more comfortable. 
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 No, I can’t attend the party. I just really don’t feel up to it. I’m sorry, but it is not a good 

time for me to go.  

 

 I can go with you, but I can only attend for 2 hours. I know that any longer will lead me 

to feeling stuck there and I need to take care of my level of energy right now.  

 

 I can give you $50, but I can’t give you the full $100. I need the rest to ensure I can meet 

my own budget needs. While we are talking about this, I also need to let you know that 

giving you money has begun to not sit well with me. This is making me want to avoid 

your phone calls or not see you and I don’t like that because I really care about you and 

want to keep you as a close friend. Therefore, if you need money in the future, I can 

lend you the money with the expectation that you will pay it back within 2 weeks, (OR) 

Therefore,  if I am going to give you any more money, I will need to see that you are 

spending your money responsibly and paying your bills rather than on partying. You 

have the right to spend as you want, but I can’t keep giving you money while also feeling 

angry about how you are spending your money.  

 

 I want us to be close, but this is how it has to work for me. I need to know that we are 

both working towards self-care and that we are both doing what we committed too, 

such as getting to bed on time, getting out of bed on time, eating regular meals, using 

our stress-reduction strategies at least 70% of the time, etc. Saying that, I also need to 

know how it needs to work for you. If we can’t find a compromise that feels fair to both 

of us, then it might mean that we will need to redefine our relationship or even consider 

ending it.  
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Tips about Boundaries and Limits 

 Notice how you feel and pay attention to that.  

 

 Know that you can’t set a boundary and take care of another person’s feelings at the 

same time. Your only responsibility is to set a boundary in a respectful way.  

 

 Pay attention to when you unintentionally reinforce bad behaviors from others. For 

example, saying yes when you mean to say no or giving in to someone who is pushy. 

This can teach them that they do not have to respect your boundaries.  That you wont 

follow through on what you say you will do. That they just have to push hard enough 

and long enough and they will get what they want.  

 

 Know that you always have the right to walk away if someone is talking to you rudely.  

 

 You have the right to say no if something is not in your best interest. For example, if you 

are busy and don’t have the time to do an errand for someone, you have the right to 

say, “I would like to help you with that task, but I won’t be able to until next week.” Or 

“but I really don’t want to do that task. I would rather do something else, like…” 

 

 Complaining how you feel is not a boundary! You need to also state what you will do if 

your boundary is not respected. For example, “I need to know that you will not spend 

our money on drugs. If you do, then I will need to get a separate account so I can 

manage our bills properly.”  

 

 Practice with people you trust and who will be safe to practice with. Warn people you 

might be a bit sloppy at first and that you are practicing something new. 

 

 Practice “progress, not perfection.” This means practice setting boundaries at your pace. 

This might mean at first just noticing when you would have liked to set a boundary, 

practicing with safe people, then setting some limits with more difficult people until you 

are ready to set all the limits you require.  

 

 Do not respond right away. Take at least an hour to think about it and say “I would like 

to take ____ minutes/hours/days to think about it.” 

 

 If possible, wait until you are not angry. If you are angry you might end up crossing a 

boundary yourself and saying or acting disrespectfully towards the other person.  
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 When you set limits, expect to be tested. Be firm and stick with it. Don’t send a mixed 

message. Once you set a limit, you will need to back it up consistently with behavior. 

This means, reminding the person of your limit, saying “please don’t, I asked you not to 

do this,” or by walking away or using silence with a respectful but warning look.  

 

 Don’t undue your limit with verbal or nonverbal messages that say that the other person 

doesn’t actually have to respect your boundaries.  

 

 Healthy people will respect your boundaries, dysfunctional people won’t. Be prepared 

that in order for you to establish healthy boundaries and to engage in self-care, you may 

need to end relationships with certain people.  This might mean a temporary break from 

someone, a no-contact letter or a court order.  

 

 When you are confident of setting boundaries, you have less need to set up walls.  

 

 Be specific about what you want to set limits about.  Don’t be general and say 

something like, “your being so controlling.” Instead say, “when you tell my therapist 

updates and you don’t give me a chance to speak for myself, it feels like you are 

controlling the situation.” Being general is not helpful and often just blaming. It doesn’t 

help in addressing what is concerning you.  

 

 Stop being a people pleaser and be a people respecter, including your own needs and 

limits.  

 

 Frame the new limit as you would if you were making a decision for someone else. This 

is a useful strategy as we will often protect others more than we will protect ourselves. 
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Food for Thought:  
Selfishness, Self-Lessness, and Self-Care 

Often, society teaches us that selfishness is thinking of yourself.  While growing up and learning 

the rules, many of us are taught that making your mom, dad, teacher, etc, happy makes you a 

good boy or a good girl. But as we become more mature, we need to begin balancing our needs 

with other people’s needs. We need to determine if the request is coming from a good place 

with the right intentions, or if the request is coming from the person’s need to control us, to 

have things happen their way, or to make you do something you don’t wont too. It is not selfish 

to honour your own needs. You do not have to be a martyr or a people pleaser. Instead, think 

about being a “people respecter,” which means that you also respect your own needs and 

boundaries.  

Almost all of us want to be seen as being kind and helpful. But you can be firm and direct, and 

also kind and respectful. The alternative is not saying anything, and beginning to pull away from 

a person you care about. The alternative is having resentment build up between you that will 

deteriorate the relationship that you are not taking a stand with. This would be the opposite of 

being a “people respecter.”  

Think about this for a moment. How can your life be wonderful and fulfilling if you do not know 

yourself, your needs, what you like, what your limits are? How can you be content if you are 

essentially self-less? Knowing what your needs are is an important step towards self-care; 

which is far from being selfish. In fact, when we engage in self-care, we are able to be more 

supportive and more authentic in our relationships. This means, that we are able to show our 

real selves to those close to us and our relationships can become more rich and fulfilling.   

Setting limits does not mean that you have to be intentionally hurtful, but rather that you are 

pointing out what will work for you or not. When you begin setting your limits, you will likely 

feel uneasy and may even feel guilty. But Setting your limits is not selfish or you trying to be 

hurtful. Setting your limits is emotional health and taking care of yourself.  

In fact, when you begin setting limits, it is ok for the other person go “what?” They are used to 

the old set of rules between you and they will need some time with consistent reinforcement 

from you to adjust to the new rules developing. If they continue to try and break the new limits, 

they are out of line. It is not your job to make them feel ok about the limit, but it is your job to 

continue being respectful about the new limit, perhaps even sharing how you “understand that 

this change is hard for them, but that you have decided that you need to begin listening to what 

feels right for you. That if you don’t, you are really worried that it will deteriorate the 

relationship further and make it hard for you to remain connected and close.” 
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Try This - Frame the new limit as you would if you were making a decision for someone else. 

This is a useful strategy as we will often protect others more than we will protect ourselves.  

 

Not Going Overboard with Limits – Heading into Avoidance 

You can protect your own emotional energy by stating you don’t want to talk about something 

at the moment. However, if it is a problem that needs to be addressed, then it is also necessary 

in order to respect the other person’s boundaries and limits. It will be important to negotiate 

when the topic will be discussed. Setting limits does not mean it’s a ticket out of not addressing 

concerns that impact significant others. This is not respecting their limits and can create a 

situation where the other person is now held hostage (i.e., having to wait and not have a 

concern resolved) and cannot have their needs and limits respected.  

 

Being on the Receiving end of a Limit 
If someone is beginning to set limits with you, it is likely that they are not trying to offend you 

but are instead trying to respect what they can handle and what feels right for them. Try to 

remember that they may be clumsy at first and their delivery may not be perfect. If this 

happens, then you can say something like,  

“I’m guessing you are trying to set a limit with me, to let me know that something doesn’t feel 

right for you. The way that you said that, however, hurt, but I will try and hear what your need 

was. Next time, could we slow things down a bit or agree to take a short break, and then talk 

about what isn’t working?”  
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