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Today’s (Tentative) Agenda:

 What are Boundaries & Why do we Need Them?

 Appropriate & Inappropriate Professional Boundaries

 Boundary Crossings and Boundary Violations

 Boundaries and Dual Relationships

 Boundaries and Stress

 Boundaries and Burnout

 Boundaries and Professional Enabling

 Better Boundaries = Better Outcomes!

What are “Boundaries”?

Something that…

 ________ or ________

two things.

 marks where one thing 

________ and another 

___________.

 sets a __________ or 

an ____________.
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Personal & Professional Boundaries

Personal boundaries

Guidelines or  limits of  appropriate and inappropriate 

behaviors and interactions between two people.

Professional Boundaries 

Guidelines or limits of  appropriate and inappropriate 

behaviors and interactions between professionals and 

their clients.

Professional Boundaries

Professional boundaries can be thought of  as the 

edges of  appropriate professional behavior, beyond 

which involves stepping inappropriately outside of  

one’s professional role.

Boundaries Scale

Rate yourself  on the “Boundaries Scale” 

in terms of  your Personal and/or 

Professional Boundaries
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Professional Boundaries and

the Therapeutic Relationship

 Professional boundaries can be viewed on a continuum in 

which the Therapeutic Relationship in the center is 

characterized by appropriate boundaries. 

 When as professionals we deviate too far into under- or 

over-involvement with clients, we compromise the 

Therapeutic Relationship with inappropriate boundaries.

Why Do We Need

Professional Boundaries?

1. To protect ___________.

2. To protect ___________.

3. To protect the ________________________.

Where do we Turn for Guidance

on Professional Boundaries?

 Professional Codes of  Ethics

 Licensing/Credentialing Bodies

 Ethics/Boundaries Trainings

 Supervisors

 Professional Peers/Mentors

 Personal Counselor/Therapist
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Characteristics of  

Appropriate Boundaries

 Context driven and have a professional rationale

 Serve the best therapeutic interests of  the client

 Maintain a professional-client therapeutic relationship

 Work as hard as the client, but never harder

 Allow for self-care and a healthy, balanced lifestyle

 Ability to say “yes “ or “no” without fear or guilt

 Respect both free choice and personal responsibility

 Respectful without tolerating abuse

Characteristics of  

Inappropriate Boundaries

 Overly rigid or loose without a professional rationale

 Serve the needs or interests of  the professional

 Over- or under-involved in an unclear relationship

 Working harder than the client

 No time for self-care, personal health or balance

 Unable to say “yes” or “no” due to guilt or fear

 Too much or too little free choice and/or responsibility

 High tolerance for abuse and disrespect

Risks Factors for Inappropriate 

Professional Boundaries

 Overworked/not enough time

 Lack of  self-awareness 

 Unresolved emotional issues and unmet needs

 Low self-esteem

 Poor personal boundaries

 Over-identification with clients

 Biased or intolerant worldview

 Personal crisis 

 Savior mentality

 Ignorance of  professional ethics
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Boundary Crossings

 Boundary crossings are deviations from 

normal professional activities that are 

usually infrequent, non-exploitative and 

generally harmless, and may be beneficial.

 However, boundary crossings can 

often create a “slippery slope” in that they 

involve risk and may easily lead to harm 

or to more serious boundary violations.

Examples of  Boundary Crossings

 Personal self-disclosure to clients

 Casually friendly personal interactions with clients

 Touching or hugging clients

 Dual relationships with clients

 Contact/communication outside of  professional role

 Accepting small gifts from a client

 Lending something to or borrowing from a client

 Giving a client a car ride (if  not part of  duties)

 ???

The Slippery Slope

 Giving advice

 Doing for a client something they can do for themselves

 Engaging in “friend-like”/personal conversations

 Erosion/loss of  professional neutrality

 Professional behaviors influenced by personal feelings

 Identifying strongly with a client’s emotional distress

 Taking a client’s success or failure personally.

 Strong feelings toward a client that aren’t addressed.

 ???
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Boundary Violations

 Boundary Violations are deviations 

from professional activities that are 

(potentially) harmful  and which often 

violate or exploit the client.

 While some boundary violations are 

intentional acts, many start out as 

“well meaning” attempts to help, as 

“unintentional” harms, or as 

“beneficial” boundary crossings.

Examples of  Boundary Violations

 Intrigue/Romance/Sex with a client (or their family)

 Personal/Emotional enmeshment

 Regular personal contacts/interactions/communications

 Inappropriate touch, gestures, suggestions, language

 Using a client to meet unresolved personal issues/needs

 Exploiting the client for personal gain

 Inappropriate/excessive personal self-disclosure

 Imposing values/advice/services/solutions on a client 

 Treating a client in special/unique/unusual ways 

 Lying/covering up/keeping secrets for a client

Social Media and 

Professional Boundaries

 Personal participation in various types of  social 

media by professionals can easily lead to boundary 

crossings and boundary violations with clients.

 Professionals who choose to use social media 

personally should utilize the highest possible 

privacy settings to maintain separation from clients.

 Even then, professionals should consider limiting or 

censoring certain personal content on social media.
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Dual Relationships

Dual relationships occur when a professional 

has one or more additional relationships with a 

client or a family member of  a client, either 

simultaneously (at the same time) or 

sequentially (before or after).

Dual Relationships: Examples

 Seeing a client irregularly at an event/activity/group.

 Seeing a client regularly at an event/activity/group.

 Belonging to the same community group as a client.

 Having a client who works where you grocery shop.

 Having a client who works in your doctor’s office.

 Having a client who repairs your car.

 Having a client who is a family friend.

 Having a client who is your child’s teacher/aid.

 Being incidentally/casually friendly with a client.

 Lending or borrowing a personal item to a client.

Is the Dual Relationship…

 Avoidable or Unavoidable? 

 Necessary or Unnecessary? 

 Unintentional or Intentional?

 Infrequent/Irregular or Frequent/Regular?

 Incidental/Casual or Significant/Intense?

 Clearly Helpful or Potentially Harmful?
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Dual Relationship Key Questions

 Is the client capable of  handling the dual relationship?

 Are you capable of  handling the dual relationship?

 Can you professionally justify the dual relationship?

 Do you clearly document the dual relationship?

 Is your supervisor aware of  the dual relationship? 

 Have you discussed the risks with the client? 

1. Should generally be avoided or minimized if  possible.

2. Where they cannot be avoided: 

 closely monitor the relationship with a supervisor 

and clearly document the relationship.

 the professional is responsible for setting appropriate 

boundaries and for ensuring the relationship does 

not cause or lead to harm to the client. 

Guidelines for Dual Relationships

Dual “Recovery” Relationships

 Professionals who are personally involved in 

programs of  recovery often have to deal with the 

possibility of  seeing clients at recovery meetings.

 It may not be possible or practical for recovering 

professionals to attend “out of  town” meetings to 

completely avoid the possibility of  client contact.

 Some recovering professionals are encouraged or 

required to facilitate and support their clients’ 

recovery as part of  their professional roles(i.e. driving 

client to meetings).



10/31/2016

9

Guidelines for 

Recovering Professionals

 Review all applicable ethical codes that apply to you.

 Keep it clear in your own mind in which role you are 

functioning and stick to one role at a time.

 Recognize that current/former clients may not be able 

to distinguish clearly between your different roles.

 Attempt to attend meetings where current/former 

clients are not present if/where possible.

 Share in more general terms at meetings with current/ 

former clients in attendance.

 Never sponsor current clients. Avoid sponsoring former 

clients. 

CRS Code of  Ethical Conduct
Pennsylvania Certification Board

DUAL RELATIONSHIPS/EXPLOITATION OF 

RECOVERY SUPPORT SERVICE RECIPIENTS

 Rule 4.1 A certified professional shall not initiate, 

develop, and/or maintain dual or exploitative 

relationships with RSS recipients and/or family 

members of  RSS recipients. 

Boundaries & Stress

“Stress” can be defined as_________________

_____________________________________.

Stress results from being confronted with events or 

situations that are beyond one’s normal ability to 

control or cope with, where the person perceives and 

appraises the event or situation as threatening or 

overwhelming (“stressful”).

This appraisal causes “stress” responses that are 

physical, mental and emotional in nature.
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The Boundary – Stress Cycle

POOR 
BOUNDARIES

STRESS

 Practicing poor boundaries 

professionally and with clients 

creates significantly more 

stress than practicing healthy 

boundaries.

 Stress places professionals at 

significantly higher risk of  

using poor judgment and 

practicing poor boundaries. 

Occupational Burnout 

& Compassion Fatigue

Occupational burnout is a type of  chronic job stress
which leads to exhaustion, loss of  enthusiasm, and 

feelings of  ineffectiveness and frustration resulting in 

reduced engagement and efficacy.

Compassion Fatigue is an extreme state of  tension 

and preoccupation with the suffering of  those being 

helped to the degree that it creates a secondary traumatic

stress for the helper." 

Boundaries & Burnout

The #1 cause of  occupational burnout 

and compassion fatigue for human 

services professionals is…

______________________!
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Do You…

 Work more than 40, 50, 60… hours per week?

 Try to do more than is reasonably possible?

 Feel like no matter what you do it’s not enough?

 Feel like you have no control over your work?

 Take your job home with you?

 Worry about your clients?

 Feel responsible for (rather than to) your clients?

 Take your clients’ successes & failures personally?

 Sacrifice you health and a balanced life for your job?

Boundaries & Enabling:

What is Professional Enabling?

Any behavior that ________ or _________ the natural 

consequences of  another person’s decisions or actions.

To act in a manner that __________ or ___________

another person's self-destructive behavior.

 Doing for a client what they can do for themselves

 Allowing/helping a client escape from consequences

 Rescuing a client from pain or discomfort 

 Allowing a client to manipulate your behavior

 Attempting to control a client’s behavior

 Mistaking and accepting “compliance” for real change

 Making excuses or covering up for a client

 Avoiding issues that need to be addressed out of  fear

 Allowing addiction to “run the show”!

Examples of  Enabling Behaviors
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Empowering vs. Enabling

 Empowering means supplying clients with the means, 

knowledge, or opportunity to do something for themselves

rather than telling them what to do or doing things 

for them; it recognizes that what we overprotect 

we make weak, not strong.

 Empowering means turning responsibility and control 

over to clients as soon as possible; it recognizes the 

universal truth that with free choice comes 

personal responsibility.

Better Boundaries 

= Better Outcomes

 Stay within the “Center” of  your professional boundary 

continuum – the Therapeutic Relationship.

 Avoid “Slippery Slopes”. Steer clear of  unnecessary 

boundary crossings and dual relationships. 

 Know Thyself. Deal with your “stuff ” or it will deal 

with you (and your clients)

 Get some help. Ethical codes, supervisors, peers and 

education are all means of  improving your boundaries.

 No is a complete sentence! You are responsible for 

your choices too. Choose wisely…

 Empower, don’t enable.

Questions?


