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Understanding & Setting Healthy Boundaries
An evidence-based client resource  ·  Mind-Body Care

Boundaries are one of the most powerful — and most misunderstood — tools for protecting your 
wellbeing. This guide explains what boundaries are, why they matter for both your mind and your body, 
what happens when they are repeatedly crossed, and practical, research-informed ways to set them. 
Throughout, you will find two kinds of practices: practices for tuning in to your own inner signals, and 
Mind-Body practices that help your nervous system feel safe enough to hold a limit.

1.  What Are Boundaries?

A boundary is the line that defines where you end and another person begins — your personal limits 
around what is and isn't okay for you. Boundaries communicate your needs, values, and expectations to 
the people around you. They are not walls built to keep others out, and they are not about controlling 
other people. They are clear agreements about how you are willing to be treated and how you will 
respond when a limit is crossed.

Developmental and family-systems research describes boundaries as essential to a healthy sense of self 
— what clinicians call differentiation: the ability to stay close to others while still remaining true to 
yourself.

A boundary is not a punishment or a rejection. It is information — a clear statement of what you 
need in order to stay well and connected.

The boundary continuum

Most of us move along a continuum depending on the relationship and the situation. The goal is not 
perfection, but flexibility — the ability to adjust your limits to context while staying connected to 
yourself.

Style What it tends to look like

Rigid
Walls up; keeps almost everyone at a distance; rarely asks for help; avoids 
closeness and vulnerability. Protective, but isolating.

Healthy / flexible
Clear about values and limits; can say both “yes” and “no”; shares 
appropriately; stays open to others' needs without abandoning their own.

Porous
Over-shares; struggles to say no; absorbs others' feelings as their own; 
fears rejection; finds it hard to identify what they themselves need.
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2.  The Many Kinds of Boundaries

Boundaries show up across every area of life. Naming the area can make a vague feeling of discomfort 
much easier to act on.

Type What it protects

Physical Your body, personal space, privacy, and who may touch you and how.

Emotional
Your feelings; not being responsible for managing everyone else's 
emotions, and not having your own dismissed or minimised.

Time & energy
How you spend your hours, the commitments you take on, and your 
availability to others.

Material Your possessions, money, and belongings — what you lend, give, or share.

Mental
Your thoughts, opinions, and beliefs, including the right to disagree and to 
hold your own perspective.

Sexual Consent, comfort, and your preferences around intimacy.

Digital
Your availability online, expected response times, and what others share 
about you.

3.  Why Boundaries Matter

• They protect your identity and autonomy. Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci) identifies 
autonomy as a basic psychological need; when it is met, wellbeing tends to rise. Studies link 
autonomy deficits — chronically putting others ahead of yourself — to higher rates of anxiety and 
depression.

• They support mental health. Systematic reviews of assertiveness and boundary-skills training show 
reductions in anxiety (especially social anxiety) and depressive symptoms, alongside gains in self-
esteem (Speed and colleagues, 2018).

• They prevent resentment and burnout. Repeatedly overriding your own limits — sometimes called 
self-abandonment — quietly drains your energy and breeds resentment toward the very people 
you are trying to help.

• They build healthier relationships. Clear limits reduce confusion and conflict. When people know 
where they stand with you, trust and respect grow.

• They make caring sustainable. Boundaries let you give from a place of overflow rather than 
depletion, so generosity doesn't cost you your health.
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4.  The Mind-Body Impact of Boundary Violations

Your nervous system reads a violation as threat

Polyvagal theory (Stephen Porges, with clinical applications by Deb Dana) describes how your autonomic 
nervous system is constantly scanning for cues of safety and danger — a process called neuroception, 
which happens below conscious awareness. When you feel safe and connected, you rest in the ventral 
vagal state: calm, open, able to think clearly and relate to others.

When a boundary is threatened or crossed, the system can shift into sympathetic mobilisation (fight-or-
flight: irritation, anxiety, a racing heart) or, if escape feels impossible, into dorsal vagal shutdown 
(numbness, collapse, disconnection).

Many people who find boundaries hard default to a fawn response — an automatic appease-and-please 
strategy aimed at keeping others happy and avoiding conflict, often shaped by earlier experiences. From 
the outside, fawning can look like kindness; on the inside it often means chronic self-abandonment. 
Seeing this as a protective, automatic pattern of the nervous system — not a character flaw — is an 
important and self-compassionate shift. Repeated violations push us outside our window of tolerance 
(Dan Siegel) — the zone in which we can stay regulated and think flexibly.

Repeated violations take a physical toll

When boundary violations are ongoing, the body stays in a prolonged stress response. The allostatic 
load model (Bruce McEwen) describes the cumulative “wear and tear” of repeated stress on the body. 
Hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline are helpful in short bursts but become harmful when 
sustained, contributing to dysregulation across the cardiovascular, metabolic, immune, and 
neuroendocrine systems.

Researchers describe this accumulation as “weathering” — a physiological cost that can accelerate 
ageing and raise the risk of illness. Chronic psychosocial stress has been associated with substantially 
elevated risk of conditions such as heart disease; one major review estimated a 40–60% increase in 
coronary heart disease (Steptoe & Kivimäki, 2012).

Signs your boundaries may be chronically overstretched

Physical: fatigue and exhaustion, tension headaches, muscle tightness, digestive upset, disrupted 
sleep, getting sick more often (lowered immunity).

Emotional / mental: anxiety, low mood, irritability, resentment, feeling overwhelmed or “spread 
thin,” guilt, numbness, a fading sense of who you are, burnout.

Relational: people-pleasing, difficulty saying no, over-apologising, feeling used, withdrawing from 
others.
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5.  How to Set External Boundaries

External boundaries are the limits you communicate and enact with other people (as distinct from 
internal boundaries, which guide your own behaviour and self-talk). The aim is to be clear, kind, and 
firm — all three at once.

Before you speak — attune in

1. Notice the signal. Resentment, dread, exhaustion, or tightness are data. Pause and ask: what do I 
need here, and what is not okay for me?

2. Get clear and specific. A vague boundary is hard to hold. Name the behaviour, the limit, and what 
you will do.

3. Regulate first. Set boundaries from a settled state, not while flooded. Use a Mind-Body practice 
(see Section 6) to calm your system before the conversation.

A simple structure for the conversation

Context (optional): “When meetings run past five o'clock…”

The boundary: “I'm not available for calls after 6 p.m.”

The need (brief, optional): “so I can be present with my family.”

The request / what you'll do: “Please email anything urgent and I'll reply the next morning.”

Use “I” statements, keep it short, and remember you do not owe a long justification. A few phrases to 
keep ready:

• “No” is a complete sentence — “No, I'm not able to do that.”

• “That doesn't work for me.”

• “I need some time to think before I answer.”

• “I care about you, and I can't take this on right now.”

• “I'm happy to help with this part, but not that part.”

• The calm “broken record”: gently repeat your limit without escalating or over-explaining.

Handling guilt and pushback

• Expect discomfort. Guilt after setting a boundary is common, especially if you learned early to put 
others first. It is usually a sign of change, not of wrongdoing.

• Stay in your lane. You are responsible for communicating your boundary clearly — not for 
managing the other person's reaction to it.

• Pushback often confirms the need. Anger or guilt-tripping frequently means the boundary 
mattered. Stay calm, restate it once, and disengage if needed.

• Start small. Practise with lower-stakes situations before the hardest ones.

• Follow through. A boundary without follow-through is only a suggestion. Your consistency teaches 
others — and your own nervous system — that the limit is real.
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6.  Practices to Build the Skill

Tuning in  —  attuning to yourself

• Body-as-compass check-in. A few times a day, pause and scan for tension, resentment, or dread. 
Name what you notice and what you need.

• The yes / no gut check. Before committing, notice whether your body opens (a true yes) or 
contracts (a no). If you're unsure, buy time: “Let me get back to you.”

• Resentment journal. Jot down moments of resentment. Each one is a clue pointing to a boundary 
that's missing or being crossed.

• Values clarification. List your top handful of values. Healthy boundaries are simply the way you 
protect what matters most to you.

Mind-Body practices  —  settling your nervous system

• Extended-exhale breathing. Breathe in for a count of four, out for six to eight. A longer exhale 
gently activates the calming (ventral vagal) branch of your nervous system before or after a hard 
conversation.

• Ground and orient. Feel your feet on the floor; slowly look around the room and silently name a 
few things you see. This signals safety to your system.

• Soothe the vagus nerve. A long sigh, gentle humming, or cool water on the face can help shift you 
back toward a settled state.

• Self-compassion break (Kristin Neff). Try: “This is hard. Discomfort is part of growth. May I be kind 
to myself right now.”

• Rehearse while grounded. Say the boundary out loud while staying calm and grounded, so your 
nervous system learns to associate the limit with safety rather than danger.

A gentle note. This guide is for education and reflection and is not a substitute for individual 
therapy or medical care. If setting boundaries feels frightening, or connects to painful past 
experiences, that is worth exploring gently with your therapist. Boundaries are a skill that 
strengthens with practice — be patient and kind with yourself as you learn.
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