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Coaches Training – Boundaries 
 
 

Establishing and maintaining personal boundaries is a key to success in relationships, in mission, 
and in coaching. Unfortunately, most of us have had no training in boundaries and therefore have 
no clue what boundaries look like for an individual. We understand property boundaries but often 
don’t understand personal boundaries. As a result, we end up with a long list of relationships that 
are less than we hope for, and we end up with less success in life than we imagined. 
 

Why Are Boundaries Important? 
 

1. Clear self-boundaries are one of the two keys for defining self and for growing in one’s 
emotional maturity. (The other key is to establish clear, well-thought out guiding 
principles.) Boundaries define us—what is me and what is not me. Boundaries enable 
us to “own” our lives for ourselves. Boundaries are always about me, as these 
examples demonstrate: 
• I am safe—I’m not leaving and I won’t withdraw. Emotional withdrawal is a 

form of manipulation and dishonesty. 
• I am separate. I’m me. I’m free to be an individual. I make my own choices. If 

other people have the power to get me to react, they are inside my “walls”—
they are inside my boundaries. 

 

2. Boundaries help us to differentiate ourselves and keep us from becoming fused to others. 
Interpersonal fusion happens when a person can’t separate himself or herself 
emotionally from another person. He or she takes responsibility for how the other 
person feels or expects the other person to take responsibility for how he or she feels.  

• Fused people spend a lot of time blaming something or someone.  

• Fused individuals work hard to gain approval and to please others.  

• Fused people work hard to demand that others share their feelings and point of 
view. 

 

Establishing personal boundaries will lessen our fusion. Here’s an example: During a 
coaching session, a woman was describing how every morning her husband would wake 
up before she did and that he would go into the kitchen and make coffee. She would 
wake up and then listen for his footsteps on the wood floors. She said she could tell by 
how he was walking what mood he was in that day. She then said that whatever mood he 
was in would determine her mood for the day. Her story is a perfect example of fusion. 
She was unable to establish personal boundaries so that she didn’t take on his mood. She 
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made her husband responsible for how she felt. 
 

If you are angry at someone and you expect those close to you to be angry at that person, 
too, that is fusion. A person can love another without taking on his or her anxiety. 

  
3. Boundaries keep us from feeling used or taken advantage of. They protect us. Boundaries 

keep us from two extreme and unhealthy positions, complying and controlling. At 
lower levels of emotional maturity, each of us tends to gravitate towards one of these 
extremes or the other. Often, depending on our circumstances, we will switch from one 
to the other. 

 

a. One extreme is to comply. 
 

Compliers don’t respect their own boundaries. They have difficulty saying “no.” 
Driven by anxiety, they take on too much responsibility. They say “yes” even when 
they want to say “no.” They give in to the demands of others out of fear: 

 

• They fear hurting anyone’s feelings. They take responsibility for the other 
person’s feelings—which is a boundary issue. They don’t think it’s possible 
to be kind or honorable without also taking responsibility for how the other 
person feels. But you can be responsible to someone without being 
responsible for their feelings. 

• They fear the anger of others. They can’t tolerate the emotional discomfort 
that comes when someone is upset or irritated with them. Their tolerance for 
emotional pain is low. 

• They fear abandonment and loneliness. They give up self so that the other 
person 

won’t give up on them or leave them out. They often choose keeping the 
peace over making progress. 

• They fear being viewed as selfish or unspiritual. They worry more about 
“looking good” than they do about living out of their own principles and 
values. Compliers haven’t defined themselves well. 

• They fear feeling guilty. If they say “no,” then they might feel guilty. The 
need to not feel guilty is more powerful than their desire to live by guiding 
principles and values. 

 

For what it’s worth, leaders love compliers. Compliers can’t say no and are willing 
to take on more. Leaders continue to offload things to compliers because they get 
things done. Compliers continue to have things handed to them, but they have no 
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capacity to stop until they get completely overloaded and burned out. 

 
b. A second extreme is to control. 

 
Controlling people don’t respect the boundaries of others—they can’t hear “no.” 
Controllers demand that you give in to their way and to their wishes. Controllers 
take self from others in order to feel safe themselves. The only way they can feel safe 
is for others to give in to their wishes. They invade the boundaries of others by 
making demands of them. 
  

Controllers are limited in their ability to take responsibility for owning their own 
lives. They always blame something or someone. The problem is always out there 
rather than within themselves. They use anger or guilt messages to get their way. 
Controllers rarely feel loved because they know that the only reason people spend 
time with them is because they demand them to do so. These people violate the 
boundaries of others through aggression, manipulation, and persuasion. 

 

Controllers aren’t bad people. They are anxious people. They lack healthy self-
boundaries. Controllers know the right buttons to push in order for you to feel bad 
and take responsibility for them. 

 

Boundaries help us to take responsibility for ourselves. You are encouraged to take responsibility 
for yourself, for your own ideas and decisions. This is who I am. This is where I stand. This is 
what I will do and what I will not do. Give up taking responsibility for another person. I’m 
responsible only “for” myself, but I am responsible “to” others; namely to love them. 

 
More Detail: What Are Boundaries? 
 

1. In the simplest sense, a boundary is a property line. Boundaries are about what is mine 
and therefore my responsibility and what is not mine and is not my responsibility. 

• Boundaries involve the ability to be emotionally attached to others, yet without 
giving up a sense of self and one’s freedom to be apart. 

• Boundaries include the ability to say appropriate “no”’s to others without fear 
of loss of love. Unfortunately, as we practice boundaries in our lives, others 
may still reject us or judge us. 

• Boundaries include the ability to take appropriate “no”’s from others without 
withdrawing emotionally. Are you able to be told “no” without pressing to get 
your way? 
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2. Boundaries are about ownership. If I have good boundaries, I know who owns things 
such as feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. This means I don’t take on the anxiety of 
another person, I refuse to stay reactive, and I don’t absorb the blame for another 
person’s problems or choices. Boundaries mean having a clear understanding of 
where “I” end and someone else begins. I have respect for the rights of others to be 
the way they are, yet I refuse to allow others to violate or intrude upon my own 
rights to be the way I am. 

 
 

3. Boundaries are about self-control in the sense that they about you, not someone else. 
We have self-control when we refuse to take on the anxiety of other people. We have 
self-control when we know we are not responsible for the anxiety another person is 
experiencing, and we are not responsible for calming or “fixing” his or her anxiety. 

 

We also have self-control when we refuse to give up part of ourselves in order to keep 
the peace, when we don’t attempt to control the decisions or behaviors of another 
person, and when we don’t borrow self from others by demanding that they give up 
part of themselves in order to remain in good standing with us. 

 

4. Boundaries involve setting limits and allowing consequences. Boundaries without limits 
or consequences are not boundaries at all. Are you willing to enforce the boundaries? It 
may feel scary, but here’s the truth: we will end up with what we’re willing to tolerate. 
You might ask yourself, “Who is suffering the consequences of this person’s choices?” If 
you are suffering the consequence of the other person’s choice, you have a boundary 
problem. 

 

5. You face a risk in setting boundaries and gaining control of your life. Your boundary-
setting may evoke countermoves by controlling people. These are usually in the form 
of anger, guilt messages, or blame. Just because you grow and start to establish 
boundaries doesn’t mean that others will change with you. Often, they will resist your 
efforts. 

 
 
The Triangle of Healthy Boundaries 
 
In the book Boundaries, Dr. Henry Cloud and Dr. John Townsend write about the triangle of 
healthy boundaries. The triangle of healthy boundaries includes freedom, responsibility, and 
love. The following are a few thoughts about each of these components. Remember that 
establishing boundaries is not the norm for most people. As a result, this work will be challenging 
and takes practice over time. 
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1. Freedom 

• God designed the entire creation for freedom. In relationships, freedom is mutual. 
Each person is free from the other and therefore free to love the other. True love can 
only exist where there is freedom. Coercion and control do not lead to love as God 
intends.  

• Boundaries help us define the freedom we have and the freedom we don’t have 
because boundaries help us to know where one person’s control begins and ends. 
We need to give up controlling and give up being controlled. We have to grow our 
capacity to say “no” and to receive a “no.”  

 

Every year on the fourth of July, the Shuman family has a reunion. All of my relatives 
gather for a day of barbeque, water skiing, 42, and storytelling. I always enjoy these events 
because they give me an opportunity to stay connected to my extended family and to see 
people I only see once a year. A few years ago, I had the opportunity to practice boundaries 
and mutual freedom at this event. 
 

The fourth of July was on a Monday, and I intended to go to the reunion as usual. My wife, 
Becky, however, didn’t want to go. We’d had a busy weekend, and she really wanted some 
time for herself before she went back to work on Tuesday. We were faced with a dilemma: 
do I make her go with me or does she make me stay home with her? Can you see where 
this is going? Normally for us it had to be one or the other. One of us was going to win, and 
the other was going to lose. On this occasion I decided to show up differently. I decided to 
practice freedom, boundaries, and mutuality. 
 

Here’s what happened. I said to Becky, “Why don’t you just stay home then, and I will go 
to the reunion by myself?” This of course resulted in a look of astonishment on her face. 
Then she said, “I can do that?” and I said, “Well, of course you can! Why don’t you stay 
and I will go?” Trust me, that statement sounds a whole lot more confident than I actually 
was. This was new for me, too, and I was trying it on. Becky quickly warmed up to the 
idea, though, and so soon I was in the other room getting ready while she continued to 
relax and enjoy her morning coffee. When I was done, I went back into the breakfast room 
to say goodbye. When I got there, I could tell by the expression on her face that Becky 
really wasn’t o.k. with this idea. I could see in her eyes that she felt as if she were letting me 
down or doing something wrong. Here is what I said then: “If you are going to stay home 
and feel guilty all day, you might as well just come with me. If you’re going to be miserable 
all day anyway, you might as well be miserable in my company rather than being miserable 
alone.” I then said, “If you’re going to stay home, please stay home guilt-free. Stay home 
and truly enjoy your day.” And she said: “O.K., I will and I can do that.” She stayed home 
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and I got in the car and drove off. 
 

Aren’t you impressed with my amazing maturity and selflessness? Unfortunately, I wasn’t 
all that mature. As I drove down the highway, I began to feel sorry for myself. I began to 
question her love for me. After all, if someone loves you, they sacrifice for you right? Then I 
began to question her love for my family. Maybe she stayed home because she just doesn’t 
like my people. Then I began to wonder what I was going to tell everyone when they asked 
me where Becky was. What will they think when I tell them she stayed home? Fortunately, 
I was able to coach myself through all of these issues. I was able to remind myself that this 
was a choice that I had made. I reminded myself that Becky gets to choose how she lives 
her life and how she spends her day. I reminded myself that even though we are married, 
we don’t always have to choose or do the same thing. In addition, I determined to tell my 
relatives the truth. Becky stayed home because she wanted a day for herself and that most 
likely she would be with me next time. I also reminded myself that I was not responsible 
for whatever story they made up in their heads about what was going on. I was only 
responsible for myself and for telling them the facts. 
 

This event taught me a great deal about freedom and boundaries. It’s not my responsibility 
to run my spouse’s life. We both get to have boundaries. We both get to say no and we both 
get to say yes to the things we choose. I grew in my emotional maturity and differentiation 
that day, and so did Becky. Our relationship is far better as a result. 

 
 
 
 

2. Responsibility 
 

• Boundaries help us determine who is responsible for what. Each person takes 
responsibility for her/his own Feelings, Desires, Attitudes, Thoughts, Behaviors, 
Values, Choices, Talents, Limits, and Love. 

• For that reason, boundaries are not static things, but instead involve actions. 
That’s because responsibility involves action—we take action or we 
encourage others to take action.  

• If we have good boundaries,  

• we take responsibility for working through our feelings and managing 
our own anxiety. It is not external forces that cause us to feel distressed 
and powerless. Rather, it is our response to those external forces. We 
can choose to avoid a victim mentality and take responsibility for your 
own freedom and empowerment 
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• we take responsibility for our own role in relational dysfunction: we 
ask ourselves, “What is my role in keeping this problem in place?” 
When we don’t take responsibility for our own issues, we stay stuck. 

• we encourage others to take responsibility for themselves by 
refusing to rescue or enable bad behavior. 

 
Recently in one of the seminary classes that I teach a student got upset with me. During 
class this student raised her hand and asked to tell another student what he needed to do 
about a situation that he had shared with the group. I said no to her request, stating that it 
wasn’t her responsibility to fix her classmate. Later, in the class lecture, she acknowledged 
that she was angry with me because I had just said what she was going to say to her 
classmate earlier. She was angry because I didn’t let her say what she wanted to say. 
 

The student’s acknowledgement startled me, and I had to coach myself quickly. What did I 
need to do? Had I been rude? Did I need to stop and clean up a mess? Did I need to stop 
the lecture and take care of this student? Was I responsible for hurting her feelings? What 
was I responsible for and what was I not responsible for? I had to remind myself about this 
aspect of boundaries. 
 

I determined that I was responsible to the entire class and not just to her. I was responsible 
to teach the students and to create a learning environment. I got clear that I had not been 
rude when I told the student no. (Remember that no is the one-word boundary.) I was 
doing what I thought was in the best interest of the class, and leading the class discussion 
was clearly my responsibility. The student was responsible for her feelings and for her 
behavior; I was not. I worked hard to maintain my boundaries and to take full 
responsibility for myself, while at the same time not rescuing or taking care of her. I gave 
up needing her to feel better or to not be angry with me before she left that night. Her 
feelings are her responsibility to manage. I had to manage my discomfort around her being 
upset with me. I had to be careful not to take responsibility for her. I am only responsible 
for myself and for my behavior. 
 

This is a really hard lesson to learn. We’re afraid of appearing to be insensitive or uncaring. 
I believe that Jesus had very clear boundaries in his life, and we would never accuse him of 
being unloving. Responsibility and love are both part of healthy boundaries. 
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3. Love 
• Love is a choice. No one can actually love another if they feel they have no 

choice in the matter. Where there is slavery to obligation and coercion, there 
is not love.  

• Love should be unconditional because it’s based on our own internal choice 
regardless of, and often despite, the external reality. Learning to love 
unconditionally is a life-long journey related to boundaries. 

• Love makes sacrifices, but always based on guiding principles rather than as 
reaction to anxiety. 

• Love tolerates short-term emotional hurt so that there will not be long-term 
harm to the relationship. We must increase our tolerance for pain in those we 
love so that they have the opportunity to grow. 

• Love is honest. If we are not being honest with each other, our real relationship 
goes into hiding. Love and authenticity must exist together. When we aren’t 
honest, we lose intimacy but when we can “say what’s so,” we can find our 
way to true intimacy, which always has clear boundaries. 

• Love is courageous. It requires courage to have clear, direct, and honest 
conversations. 

• Love is safe. Love respects the boundaries of others. There will be occasions 
when love doesn’t feel safe, however. Emotional discomfort may be part of our 
boundary setting. 

• Love is not passive, but proactive.  

Here’s a story that illustrates the connection between love and boundaries. My wife, Becky, 
loves to shop. She loves to shop for hours at a time. Shopping is relaxing to her. When she 
shops she hates being rushed or having restrictions placed on her. Shopping feeds her and 
brings her joy. She doesn’t even have to buy anything. I, on the other hand, hate to shop. I 
prefer to buy online or just go find what I want and buy it quickly. I hate to just look 
around. Looking around feels like a huge waste of time to me. As you can see, we are very 
different when it comes to shopping. 
 

When we began our marriage, Becky would ask me to go shopping with her. Because I was 
in love and wanted to be with my new bride, I would say yes. I thought that’s what a good 
husband was supposed to do. I love my wife, and I want to spend time with her. As a 
result, we established a pattern where I would go shopping with her. As you might expect, 
as the years passed and the newness of marriage wore off, I grew to hate the shopping 
excursions. 
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Unfortunately, I didn’t know anything about personal boundaries, and so I didn’t have the 
capacity to say no. I believed that if I said no that it would hurt her feelings and that she 
would probably be angry with me. I knew that if she got angry with me that I would suffer 
the consequences. I don’t enjoy the consequences, and so to avoid experiencing emotional 
pain, I just continued to say yes when she asked. I was giving up self and living without 
clear boundaries. 
 

I would comply and say yes, but inside I was saying no. I would blame her for “making” 
me go shopping. I would quickly grow impatient and become anxious as we shopped. She 
would pick up on my anxiety and start to rush and hurry around. As you might expect, the 
rushing and hurrying would irritate her, and eventually she would say “let’s just go 
home.” We would head home, and both of us would be irritated at each other, with neither 
of us having enjoyed the experience. 
 

I hope you can see that my saying yes to the shopping trip was really a selfish act. I didn’t 
want the discomfort that would come with saying no. I could blame her, but really I had 
made the choice of self-protection. I could act as if I was lovingly sacrificing for her, but I 
really wasn’t. I just didn’t want her to hurt, and I sure didn’t want to hurt. 
 

Eventually, as I learned about boundaries, I found the courage one day to say no when 
invited to go shopping. This took Becky by surprise, of course. She looked a little 
disappointed but went on without me. I told her that I really did enjoy being with her but 
that I would prefer to stay home and watch the football game. Then I asked her if we could 
go to a movie together when she got home. She had a great time shopping that day, 
because I wasn’t there to rush her. I had a great time that day watching the game. Later, we 
had a great time together going out to a movie. 
 

Over the course of the next several months, I said no every time I was asked to go 
shopping. I was practicing establishing boundaries in my life. Eventually Becky just 
stopped asking. One day she said she was going shopping, and I asked if she would mind 
if I went with her. She got a surprised look on her face and said she would love for me to 
come. Once I had established that I could say no, I was able to give her a true gift of love by 
saying yes. I chose to go shopping and to be with her, and so I didn’t get frustrated or 
anxious. When I was tempted to get impatient, I reminded myself that I was there because I 
chose to be. Establishing boundaries helped me to gain control of my life and to take 
responsibility for my life. Learning how to establish and maintain boundaries has made me 
a better husband and has made my marriage better. It takes work and it takes practice, but 
learning boundaries has set me free. 


