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Lesson 1
1. What are boundaries anyway?

Boundaries – personal limits we set for ourselves in order to protect our health and  
well-being, and to care for our own needs.

They guide how we interact with others, as well as limit how others are allowed to behave and  
interact with us.

They are an essential tool for self-care.

*Especially important to remember is that Boundaries are made for ourselves. In making boundaries, we 
want to think about THE RESULT we want for ourselves. The question to ask yourself is:

“What do I want to be different in my life, and what steps do I need to take to achieve those changes?”

• They are NOT about telling another person what they need.

• They are NOT about trying to control or achieve a certain outcome from another person. They are not a “trick” to get 
what we want from our adult children.

• They ARE about what we are willing to do or not do.

• They ARE about expressing our own needs and taking care of ourselves.

2. Why are they SO important?

Healthy boundaries help keep us safe, and protect our health and well-being.

They ensure that relationships are founded on mutual respect and compassion for one another.

They naturally limit enabling behaviors when we set them and adhere to them.

They are also a reflection of our values. And values are the things that matter most to us in this life. They are about who 
and how we want to be.

The confusion, chaos, mental health issues, and demands that often come with addiction make it really difficult to maintain 
or even know what healthy boundaries are. We want to help our children so much that we often cross over into doing things 
that don’t actually help, but that keep them dependent on us and/or feed their problems and addiction. When we don’t have 
healthy boundaries with our adult children, we send the message that we are responsible for their lives and choices, and that 
they are not responsible – the exact opposite of what we want to convey.

This cycle of giving what is not healthy for us to give (i.e. lack of helpful boundaries) usually leads to the erosion of our own 
self-care and keeps us feeling resentful, stressed, and depleted. The lack of healthy boundaries can do a LOT of damage to 
relationships.

It tends to go something like this:

• We give more than we feel good giving.

• We feel stressed and distressed.

• We blame the other person for “making us” do what we don’t want to do - thereby damaging the relationship.

In short, boundaries (or a lack thereof) can have a significant impact on our health and well-being. They are one way that we 
can start to find peace and freedom from the effects of another’s addiction.

3. Signs that you need healthier boundaries:

• You feel resentful and angry that you “have to” do things for your children that you wish they would do; perhaps you 
complain to others about what you “have” to do



• You feel stress in your body or mind when you say yes to doing things for them: tension, a pit in your stomach, anxious 
thoughts, or a general sense of “this feels bad or wrong”

• You feel overwhelmed often

• You sacrifice your own financial, physical, mental, spiritual, or emotional well-being

• You get sick or feel exhausted frequently

• You are worrying constantly

• You dread phone calls about or from your adult child, or any requests from them

• You worry you won’t be able to say no if they ask for something else

• You’ve stopped focusing on your own goals and lifestyle

• You say yes to things you don’t want to do out of fear of how others may judge or behave toward you

• You have endless and lengthy conversations trying to get your adult child to do things they are “supposed” to be doing

4. What life can look like when you set healthy boundaries with your adult child:

Even if you’ve never before had healthy boundaries, you CAN start now and make positive changes for yourself and your 
relationships! Anyone can do it; you just need to know how. And if you didn’t know how before...it’s not your fault! We aren’t 
taught this in school or anywhere else generally.

But, when we do take steps toward creating boundaries for ourselves, life can look very different (and better):

• We can start to “give from the heart”: We give what feels good to give, without harm to us or to our adult children

• We live according to our greatest personal values

• We are able to be compassionate, kind, and loving parents

• We are able to spend our time how we decide is best for us

• We put our physical, emotional, and mental well-being first

• We freely say no to requests that feel stressful

• We foster peaceful and mutually respectful relationships with our adult children

• We encourage independence and self-sufficiency in our adult children, which increases their chances for long-term 
success and happiness

• We feel ready to help when real help is asked for or needed

Healthy boundaries can lead to all these and more. They truly are a path toward more peace, freedom, and happiness - for 
both you and for your adult children.



Lesson 2
There are common mistakes that people tend to make when they start to set boundaries. It is really important to know what 
NOT to do in beginning to set healthy boundaries.

Mistakes we tend to make when setting boundaries:

1. We try to get a specific outcome from the other person.

Because we parents love our children SO much and just want them to be healthy and happy, we tend to try to get them to do 
what we think will make them healthy and happy however we can. So, we tend to use “boundary setting” as another way to get 
them to do what we want: seek recovery, get a job, and otherwise take care of themselves. However; whenever we try to use 
boundaries to force this, it tends to backfire: we cannot control our adult children, and when they don’t do what we are trying 
to get them to do, we are again stressed and upset.

Control attempts disguised as boundaries make us choose our “boundaries” based on what we think will get our children to 
do something we want. Then, when that isn’t the outcome, we wonder why our boundaries don’t work.

2. We set excessive, unnecessary boundaries.

When people start to set boundaries, they sometimes make them unnecessarily harsh or “bigger” than they need to be. For 
example, I often hear that parents are told to not communicate with their adult children at all while they are in active addiction 
- in the name of not enabling them. I’ve heard that some counselors tell parents that any communication will send the message 
that they “approve of ” their lifestyle.

Noooooooo!

First of all, as parents of adult children, it isn’t our jobs to “approve or disapprove” of our children’s choices. We want to have a 
loving, respectful relationship no matter their (and our) choices in life.

Secondly, that boundary of not communicating at all is usually NOT necessary to get the result of not enabling. We can 
talk every day to someone and not enable them. We may just have to learn to say “no” to certain requests. Or talk to them 
less often. There are many boundaries we could set that are smaller and less harsh that could lead to the result we need for 
ourselves...without causing unnecessary pain to ourselves and our children.

So, we want instead to choose the smallest boundary that gets us the result we need for our own well-being. We do not need to 
be excessive.

3. We are inflexible or uncompromising.

When people first start to set boundaries, they tend to be rigid -- sometimes because they are afraid that they will go back to 
having no boundaries if they budge.

But remember, boundaries are for YOUR self-care and needs. That means that you get to change your mind, and your 
boundaries, if it makes sense for you. We can be flexible in our boundaries, and decide what’s healthy on a case-by-case basis. 
Different situations can also call for different boundaries, or for putting aside our boundaries. Obviously, if our children are 
in imminent, known danger, we need to do whatever we can to help them - and it’s not a time to concern ourselves with 
boundaries.

When we plan to make changes in our behavior that will affect our children, we may need to give them a bit of notice about 
those changes; but we get to decide what changes we need to make.

4. We take them back if others don’t agree with them.

What I see many parents do is communicate a boundary to their children, but then if their children (or others) do not like or 
agree with the boundary, the parents take it back.

Remember, your boundaries are strictly for your self-care, and you are the only one who truly knows what you need. Your 
children (and others) do not need to agree with, like, approve of, or understand your boundaries. If others give you flak for 
your boundaries (and thus for your needs), that is not a reason (by itself) to change that boundary. You can consider what 
others think if you like; but you need to make the final decision - not for sake of consensus, but based on your own well-being.

5. We think we have to be “tough.”



I see this a lot: parents think they need to “show who’s boss” and express their boundaries in a harsh, strict, and angry tone. 
They become aggressive and loud in their communication.

This is just not necessary and usually does a lot of damage to relationships, causing hurt feelings and distancing from our adult 
children.

Instead, we can be very gentle and loving, yet firm in our communication. There is no need to “prove we mean business” to 
our kids. We can simply express what we need in a matter of fact way AND we can express our love and good intentions to 
help our children while we do so.



Lesson 3
We’ll look at some strategies that can make setting healthy boundaries easier for you!

Six Strategies for Setting Healthy Boundaries:

1. If you don’t know whether or not you need to add or strengthen a boundary:

Start by becoming aware of how you feel when your adult child is asking you for something, when you think they may ask 
for something, or before/during/after you’ve given them something. Just pay attention to your emotions and your physical 
sensations. Try not to get into your head and analyze it at first. Just notice how you feel. Do you feel good and relaxed about 
what you gave or about their (possible) request...or do you feel stressed, anxious, physically changed in some way?

If you feel stressed and anxious about it, it is usually a sign that saying yes to the request will violate your self-care needs. Just 
start to grow your awareness and don’t ignore how it makes you feel.

2. Don’t be afraid to experiment – sometimes we don’t know how something will feel or be until we try it.

When you don’t know what specific boundaries you will need in order to take care of yourself, it’s ok to experiment. We don’t 
have to get it right the first time. We can test things out, see how we feel, and tweak as necessary. 

3. Small changes can have large effects.

We don’t have to be “all or nothing.” Sometimes we think we have to make a big change to get what we need or want in 
life. But that can feel too overwhelming and unfeasible, and then we become paralyzed. However, we can see meaningful 
improvements when we make small changes. Sometimes, we discover that small changes are enough; but if not, they can 
create momentum for more change to follow later. Just getting started with action is the most important thing. Moving in the 
direction we want to go gradually can make a big difference in our confidence levels and in our well-being. 

4. Remember, it really isn’t about the other person. Create boundaries based on the result YOU want for yourself. 

The question is: “How do I want to live, and what steps do I need to take to get there?”

This bears repeating: Boundaries are NOT about trying to make another person do what you want. They are about you: your 
values, your needs, your life. I sometimes hear parents say that when they implement boundaries, they feel worse. This is often 
because they are choosing boundaries in an attempt to control their child. Instead, we want to choose boundaries that allow us 
peace and well-being. When boundaries are chosen with this intention, they are more likely to work for us.

5. Be ready for some uncomfortable emotions. 

When we first start saying no or set different boundaries we may feel some guilt, fear, or other distress. That is normal. We 
cannot predict the outcome of our boundaries on others and can’t control the outcome. We can only decide whether or not 
the boundary is something WE need, and whether or not we are willing to live with the possible consequences, negative and 
positive.

6. Boundaries are meant to be life-serving and values-driven.

The intention behind boundaries with our adult children is always to be compassionate, helpful parents and to improve our 
relationships with them. So, we want to make and communicate boundaries in a way that nurtures our relationships, conveys 
our love and empathy, and gives everyone a chance to take care of themselves well.

We also want for our boundaries to be manifestations of our deepest values. That’s one reason that specific boundaries can 
differ among individuals. Remember, from Lesson 1, that our values are those things that matter most to us and indicate who 
we want to be.

If we are not being compassionate to ourselves and living our values, we will likely become depleted, resentful, and not very 
pleasant with our children or others. Instead, let’s take care of our own needs so that we can be happy and healthy ourselves; 
and thus kind, healthy examples for our children.                            

Congratulations! You have completed the 3-part Mini Course! And good for you for putting effort into your inner peace and 
your relationship with your adult child!

Boundaries are so important, yet they can be difficult for many parents to implement. Remember, that like everything else - it 
takes practice - and you can start small.


