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Imagine this: You are at work and it is just about quit​ting time. A co-worker walks into your office with a stack of work and says to you, "You woul​dn't mind doing this before you leave would you?," to which you grudg​ingly say, "Sure, no problem." Or the scene might be something like this: You go looking in your garage for a partic​u​lar tool you need to finish a work project, only to find that your neigh​bor has bor​rowed it without asking you first. Or better still, imagine that you get angry at your neigh​bor for hav​ing taken your tool with​out asking, only to have your spouse tell you, "You're not really angry; you really love our neigh​bor." Sound familiar? Sound infuriat​ing? What these scenes have in com​mon is that in each case bound​aries were violat​ed. But, what exactly are bound​aries, how are they formed, and how are they main​tained in healthy ways? This article is intend​ed to answer pre​cisely these ques​tions.

While there are examples of literal bound​aries, most of the boundaries referred to in mental health are meta​phor​ical in nature; that is, they do not exist in any physical sense, but are none​theless important in terms of good mental health. An example of a liter​al bound​ary is our skin. Our skin is designed to "keep us inside and the rest of the world outside." Not all bou​nd​aries, how​ev​er, are this clear. One meta​phori​cal bound​ary with which you are al​ready famil​iar is the notion of "per​son​al space," the area that sur​rounds us up to about an arm's length away. This bound​ary repre​sents our own per​sonal safety and con​tact zone, the space in which we live and which we regu​late when relat​ing to others. We tend to m​ain​tain this "safety zone" with others we don't know, while letting in those we know and trust. If this sounds rath​er abstract, try this simple ex​peri​ment. Have some​one you don't know face you from about 10 feet away. Notice the level of comfort you feel inside your body. Then, have this other per​son slowly ap​proach you one step at a time. In all likeli​hood, you will remain rela​tively com​fort​able until the person is about 3 feet away from you. As they con​tinue to ap​proach you, you may notice that you be​come more uncomfortable, partic​ularly when they are within that 3-foot marker. They have en​tered your personal space. If they advance until they are stan​ding face-to-face with you, you may notice great dis​com​fort or may even back away be​cause your boundary (your personal space) has been invad​ed, even though you initiated the experi​ment! On the other hand, if the person participating in the experi​ment with you was some​one you knew and trusted, you would most likely not be​come as uncom​fortable, unless you had a histo​ry of being hurt or abused by others with whom you have been inti​mate.

Boundaries actually come in all shapes and sizes. As I mentioned, our skin and our "personal space" are two types; but bound​aries also exist around our emo​tional and psycho​logical selves, around rela​tionships, between the generations, around families, communities, and cul​tures. Often it is hard to say before hand exactly where a boundary "line" ex​ists. We are more often aware of them when they have been crossed or in​vaded, leaving us feel​ing fright​ened, un​safe, con​fused, angry, bewil​dered. While boundaries are natural and healthy, they do take some "care and feed​ing" to establish and maintain.

One of the potentially difficult things about healthy bound​aries is that they tend not to be rigid; that is, there is rarely a "line in the sand" that you will draw in set​ting a boundary that remains the same in all situa​tions. Healthy boundaries tend to change as we change and as our circumstances change, staying in a kind of "dynamic flux." It is we who have the right to say how and when our boundaries will change or "flex." No one has the right to invade or violate our bound​aries without our active and freely given permis​sion.

The notion of dynamic boundaries can be likened to the membrane surrounding a living cell in the body. This cell membrane helps maintain the "integrity" of the cell; that is, it defines it as a unique entity. If the cell mem​brane be​comes too permeable, allowing unre​stricted flow of substances in and out, then the distinc​tion be​tween the world out​side the cell and the world inside dis​ap​pears and the cell dies. On the other hand, if the mem​brane becomes too rigid, overly re​strict​ing or stop​ping the flow of substances across the mem​brane, then toxins build up inside the cell, nour​ishment cannot enter, and the cell dies. When the cell mem​brane allows appro​priate amounts of nour​ishment in and wastes out, the cell thrives and grows. Our bound​aries work the same way. "Sub​stances" that cross our boundaries include infor​ma​tion, feelings, love and tenderness, etc. The implica​tion from this exam​ple is that, for us to be healthy and grow, we need to allow and regu​late "com​merce across our boundaries." That is, we need to allow ourselves our thoughts and feelings and to ex​press our thoughts and feelings in appropriate ways. And, we need to hear the thoughts and feel​ings of others as infor​mation about them, and keep our "cog​nitive distor​tions" of this informa​tion to a mini​mum.

Now that we understand the nature of boundaries, how do we go about set​ting and main​tain​ing healthy ones? The key to set​ting and main​taining healthy bound​aries resides in our will​ing​ness and ability to be aware of our own thoughts and feel​ings. This, in turn, re​quires that we be will​ing and able to be aware of our private thought pro​cess​es and aware of what happens within our bodies.

In a sense, you already have "boundary monitors" within you. Even if you have grown up in situa​tions where bound​aries were not respected and were invaded regular​ly, the vestiges of our "boundary monitors" still exist. The "funny feel​ing" you may get in your stom​ach (or other part of your body) when some​one in​vades your boun​daries is one example. For me, when I am not mind​ful and some​one invades one of my bound​aries, my stomach tightens and I have a vague sense of apprehen​sion, like some​thing bad has hap​pened or is about to hap​pen. Unfor​tunately, I cannot tell you what your specif​ic bound​ary monitors are. Revitalizing your own bound​ary moni​tors will require that you allow your​self to be aware of spe​cifi​cally what happens in your body when you feel that one of your boundaries has been invad​ed. You may need to be some​what ex​peri​mental (in safe ways) with your behav​ior. The good news is that we all have the ca​pacity to be aware of and to revitalize our bound​ary monitors - it comes "wired into us at the factory as stan​dard equip​ment."

When you begin to become aware of your bound​ary moni​tors, the process of setting and main​taining healthy boundaries becomes one of clear communica​tion; that is, when you become aware that your mon​itor is "going off," you then com​municate your feel​ings to those around you. This may entail saying a re​sounding "STOP." Or, it may mean telling some​one what does not feel good and what you would rather they do in​stead. It also means listening to and hear​ing others when they make a request of you. As you improve communication, you will be​come clear​er about what you are willing and unwilling to do. All of this takes prac​tice; in fact, you may want to prac​tice in front of a mirror and use mental imagery to rehearse setting boundaries with oth​ers. In doing so, you may notice that setting bound​aries feels diffi​cult and may call up other emo​tional issues. If you have always relat​ed compro​mising or not setting bound​aries with caring for others, then setting and main​taining healthy bound​aries may feel like you are becom​ing "cold" or "dis​tant," understand​ably, in the context of break​ing old, maladaptive family rules and 

patterns. It may be help​ful for you to keep in mind that you have the right to set and main​tain your own bound​aries. By setting and main​taining good bound​aries, you become more of who you really are. Further, you are actually doing yourself and others a kindness by avoid​ing situa​tions that lead to a build-up of resent​ments. When you do not set or main​tain your boundaries with others (of​ten out of old rules that say that this is how you show love or kind​ness), you estab​lish unspo​ken and often uncon​scious ex​pec​tations about what others will do in return. When oth​ers, then, do not meet these expectations, you may experience feel​ings of re​sent​ment, being used, or being betrayed. And, as a conse​quence, you feel bad and inhibit relation​ships. Compromising or not maintaining healthy boun​daries sets up a situation in which everyone "loses." However, as you become better at estab​lishing and maintain​ing healthy bound​aries, you will find that you become more clear about who you are and more com​fort​able relating to others, allowing real intimacy. In the pro​cess, old, mal​adap​tive, dis​tort​ed rules are re​placed with healthy, adap​tive, growt​hful ones which promote "personal integ​rity" and rela​tionship development.

While the notion of boundaries may at first seem like an abstract concept, we live with and experi​ence them every day. Boundaries help define us as the unique human be​ings we are. Take time for the "care and feed​ing" of your boundaries and live a happier, healt​hier life.  
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