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Boundaries

When working with people in a helping capacity it is very important to maintain good clear boundaries.

What do we mean by boundaries? When we speak of boundaries we mean behaving in a way that always has the best interest of the other at heart and not responding to them as if they were a friend where there is a mutual exchange of confidences. It is of course okay to disclose appropriate personal information when asked such as if you are married etc. but you don’t have to go into detail. This is not the same as a friendship and the other person is not there to hear about your troubles or to make you feel good about yourself for doing voluntary work. Neither do you have to take responsibility for the problems for those you are helping. Setting boundaries involves defining our personal space, knowing our levels of comfort.

Keeping a boundary also means being clear and realistic with the person about the nature of your role, what you can offer, it’s limitations, it’s duration as well as adhering to strict confidentiality. You should also let the person know that there may be occasions when you might need to discuss their issues with another who is a supervisory capacity or to refer on, but that this will always be done as far as possible in consultation with them. Remember you are not acting in the role of counsellor even though counselling skills are used to help establish rapport, facilitate listening and enhance the helping relationship.

Why have boundaries?

· Instils confidence

· Avoids misunderstandings and possible hurt due to unrealistic expectations being set up

· Reduces the risk of dependency

· Is more helpful to the other person if we lose our ability to be objective we tend to become over involved and lose effective perspective on the situation

· Is more professional

· Reduces risk of burnout

· Enables volunteer to be able to say no more easily.

  Some possible personal boundaries include:

· Know the limits of the volunteer relationship-be clear about your role

· If a service user is asking you a lot of personal questions that you are not comfortable with remember you don’t have to answer them and remind them gently that you are here to assist them. 

· The same applies to awkward questions about contentious issues where your opinions may be sought. i.e. “What do you think of the death penalty?” Explain that you would prefer to focus on that helping person.

· If you don’t know the answer to a questions just say so and that you could try and find out.

· Establish boundaries around the time of meeting service users (if it’s an hour stick to an hour and keep reasonable hours that suit you)

· Be responsible about choosing places to meet. If not in service users home, make sure person can talk privately if necessary and that you are both comfortable in that setting.

· Encourage service users to be responsible for their own problems, decisions and actions

· Accept that others may not be ready to face problems or make changes.

· Do not take on too much or try to ‘save’ person by solving their problems.

· Involve others, or refer to another source, if necessary (Appropriate Agency staff), with the permission of the individual, so that you do not become burdened by situation.

· Be aware of personal limitations and knowledge, and know when to seek help (referrals will be discussed later). Seeking help is a sign of strength, rather than a sign of weakness.

· Don’t bring others problems home with you.

· Seek personal support if impacted or stressed by a service user.

· Being able to say “no”
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