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Author’s Note



“Is therapy for everyone?” We may not all have access to therapy, or the resources or the desire to go, but we can all benefit from the insights discovered through therapy. In 2017, when I started using Instagram to share information about relationships, mental health, and healthy living, I did so to make the tools for healing and for growing more accessible.


Like therapy itself, therapeutic tools can also be helpful. This book is such a tool, and you can use it on your own or in conjunction with a licensed professional. At any time while reading this book, if the content feels too heavy, please pause. If you can’t shake the heaviness, take it as a sign to seek therapy, as you may need more support.










Introduction



Because I’m a therapist, people often assume I’ve mastered setting boundaries. I haven’t. We can’t master something that’s a continual practice. I cannot master brushing my teeth, for example. It will be something I do over and over, day after day. I have gotten better at brushing my teeth, and you can get better at practicing boundaries. With practice, you will get better at noticing when they are needed and at executing them.


In my first book, Set Boundaries, Find Peace: A Guide to Reclaiming Yourself, I shared my expertise based on fourteen years as a therapist and what I know about boundaries. The book is filled with information about what you need to know. We can know better and not do better, however, because it can be hard or seem impossible to change. This workbook will help you apply what you know to make real, positive changes.


I’ve always known when things didn’t feel right. I knew that something was wrong in my relationships, but whenever I tried to fix it, I’d receive pushback, belittling, or shaming. How dare I want something different?


In college, when it became paramount for me to implement limitations with others, I had no words for what I was trying to do. With the help of a therapist, I discovered that I was setting boundaries. She reassured me that it was a healthy thing to do.


It’s daring to live a boundaried life.


It’s brave to run the risk of others becoming upset with you.


It takes courage to use your voice.


Even through fear, you can set boundaries.


Even through guilt, you can set boundaries.


This workbook is intended to help you:


• Practice setting limits and expectations in your relationship with yourself and others.


• Work through your feelings of discomfort and guilt about setting and maintaining boundaries.


• Understand what prevents you from advocating for yourself with others.


• Improve the way you communicate your boundaries.


• Integrate boundaries as a continuous way of being.


The Set Boundaries Workbook is intended to be a continual resource. Even after you’ve completed this book, you will need to practice setting and maintaining boundaries. When you struggle to set a new boundary or want to refresh your skills, come back to this book.


The Need for Practice


I love talking to people, and it’s my job to listen. But it’s when my clients and people in my community begin to act on what we’ve talked about that real change occurs. Likewise, when we read, we may increase our knowledge, but knowledge is of little use unless we put it into practice. For your life to change, it’s important to apply what you know. Practice does not make perfect, but it will make you better. Toward that end, this workbook is an application manual.


In keynotes and workshops about boundaries, I like to leave people with the ability to start the work today. Each time you open this workbook, you can practice using its tools in your daily life.


There is no hurry, of course. Each of us changes in our own time. But the longer you go without acting, the longer you sit with the discomfort of unhealthy boundaries.


Before I had healthy boundaries, I would:


• Wait for people to figure out what I needed


• Allow people to borrow money that I couldn’t afford to loan


• Easily say yes to things I didn’t have time to do


• Spend money without considering my finances


• Allow people to borrow items and not return them


• Offer to help in cases where I did not have the capacity


• Do what people wanted without considering my needs


• Tell people what was best for them


• Make myself available to people when I didn’t have the time


• Often feel resentful toward people for asking me to help and then mad at myself for feeling that way


How to Use This Book


Reflection


Take the time to consider what is said. Let the words sit with you. Allow them to penetrate your memories, both positive and negative. Don’t avoid the urge to feel what your body needs to move through this book. Pause and take a breath, if necessary, but come back. Don’t abandon your healing.



Journaling


Journaling is an important step in processing your thoughts. It can be done with pen and paper (my preference), in the note section on your phone, using a diary app, in a document on your computer, or via audio or video recordings. Try a few methods to see what works best for you. Comfort is vital for consistent journaling. You must find your unique rhythm. Throughout this book, if you find yourself feeling uncomfortable, journal through it. At the end of each chapter, space is provided for you to write through your feelings about the text and exercises you completed.


Note: If your trust in journaling has been violated (e.g., someone has read your journal without your permission), consider using your phone or computer and locking the document. Despite your concerns about being violated, it’s healthy to get your feelings out and a vital part of healing.


Checklists


The checklists in this workbook will help you gauge where you are and how to move forward. Use them as a measure to learn more about yourself. Choose whichever answer comes to you first so that you can move through the checklists without focusing too long on one answer. This book is meant to help you grow, not to make you overthink.


Pause and Gather Yourself


In each chapter you will see a reminder to pause. Take that time to step away from the material and give yourself a moment to regenerate. At the end of each chapter you will be reminded to gather yourself. Allow yourself to rest and reflect, and write down any thoughts you have. Also, at any point, take a break when one is needed.



Exercises


Complete the exercises when you have at least fifteen minutes to process the work being asked of you. Each exercise will help you deepen your understanding of the material. Remember, knowledge and application are equally important.


Some of the exercises will require you to practice something in the present, while others will help you shift through patterns from the past that have led to where you are now.


Important Reminders


Throughout this book you will see reminders intended to help you gain a deeper understanding of the material.


Find Support


Everyone has boundaries, even if they don’t recognize them. As you are working through this book, talk to a friend, partner, or family member who can support you in this work. Please read some of the comments under one of my social media posts on boundaries. There are so many who, like you, are learning and applying this information. Community is so important in our growth and healing.


Take a moment to reflect and journal about your deepest fears for starting or continuing your journey of building boundaries:


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


If I had healthier boundaries, my life would be different in the following ways:


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


I have used the following as barriers to setting boundaries:


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Sometimes, our mindset is the biggest barrier. Believing we can’t is what keeps us from trying and succeeding in our efforts. This workbook will help you overcome the mindset of “can’t.” In any relationship and with yourself, you can exercise boundaries. Even with the most difficult people, there are ways to exercise boundaries.
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What Does It Mean to Have Healthy Boundaries?


When I told people I was writing a book about boundaries, one said, “You’re writing a book about cutting people off?”


Another person said, “I have great boundaries: I know how to say no.”


Having healthy boundaries could mean saying no and cutting people off. But that’s only scratching the surface.


EXERCISE


To better understand what you think about boundaries, use the diagram on the next page to explore what they mean to you. It’s important to know what language and behaviors you use to describe them.


A Working Definition of “Boundaries”


Boundaries are ways to communicate our needs to others via words and actions. They are also perimeters that we establish with ourselves and others. Therefore, boundaries aren’t just about telling other people what to do but are also about holding yourself accountable for creating your life.


[image: illustration]


Boundaries are expectations and needs that help you feel safe and comfortable in your relationships. Expectations in relationships help you stay mentally and emotionally well. An essential part of feeling comfortable in interactions with others is also learning when to say no or yes.


In society, we live with lots of boundaries and rules of engagement. For example, traffic lights are boundaries that control the flow of traffic and keep drivers safe. We all have plenty of practice adhering to boundaries; even the people with whom you have the most difficult time setting boundaries have experience obeying rules.


CHECKLIST


It’s important to know the signs that you are suffering from unhealthy boundaries, and it’s important to react before you lose your peace or find yourself in crisis. Check the signs that apply to you at this time:


[image: illustration] Neglecting self- care


[image: illustration] Feeling overwhelmed


[image: illustration] Desire to run away from your responsibilities


[image: illustration] Resentment


[image: illustration] Avoiding interactions with others


[image: illustration] Burnout


[image: illustration] Always the helper, never the one being helped


[image: illustration] Inability to say no


[image: illustration] Unable to ask for help


[image: illustration] Difficulty allowing others to help you


[image: illustration] Doing things with no support


[image: illustration] Rescuing others


[image: illustration] Loaning money or possessions


Why Is It Important to Have Healthy Boundaries?


Anxiety, depression, and burnout, among other issues, can result from your inability to set healthy expectations with yourself and others. Your body and mind know when you’ve had too much. Unfortunately, it’s common for people to fight against the signs that limitations are needed.


We can’t do it all, and we shouldn’t try.


We can’t be everything to everyone, and we shouldn’t try.


We can’t please everyone, and we shouldn’t try.


How Do I Know If I Have Unhealthy Boundaries?


Pay attention to your feelings. Do you regularly ignore the desire in your head to say no? It’s time to start listening to that desire.



FILL IN THE BLANKS BELOW



To gain a deeper understanding of how feelings are key in determining your need for boundaries, complete the following statements:


I fear setting a boundary with _____________________ about ______________________


________________________________________________________________________.


I assume they will react in the following way: ___________________________________


________________________________________________________________________.


When I interact with ___________________________________________, I feel anxious.


________________________________________________________________________.


I become frustrated when ___________________________ does ____________________


________________________________________________________________________.


I would feel better if they ___________________________________________________


________________________________________________________________________.


It would be helpful if I set the following boundary: _______________________________


________________________________________________________________________.


When I see a text from _______________________, I feel _________________________


________________________________________________________________________.


This might be an indication that ______________________________________________


________________________________________________________________________.


Unhealthy Boundaries (Porous and Rigid)


There are two unhealthy ways people place boundaries.


Type 1: Porous Boundaries


Porous boundaries are weak or poorly expressed, and they are unintentionally harmful to you. They lead to feeling depleted, overextending yourself, depression, anxiety, and unhealthy relationship dynamics. Porous boundaries are often the cause of enmeshment (lacking emotional separation between you and another person), codependency (unhealthy closeness), and people-pleasing.


Examples of porous boundaries (enmeshment):


• Spending no time apart


• Entangling other people’s emotions and thoughts with your own (no separation)


• Sharing everything because it’s expected


• Seeing differences as a threat


• Agreeing with everything


• Believing it’s your job to fix other people


• Maintaining all the same thoughts and values


• Never making decisions without including others


• Being unable to say no


• Supporting unhealthy habits that keep people dependent


People are not able to exist without help from others. Needing people is not codependence. Enmeshing with them and losing who you are is codependence. Making it your job to rescue them from problems of their own doing (without being asked) is codependence. Losing touch with your needs and taking on someone else’s is codependence. Mutual closeness is healthy, but entangling who you are and how you feel based on someone else is not healthy.
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