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program goals

• Define therapeutic boundaries
• Identify warning signs of over-involvement

• Discuss related professional requirements
• Identify a method to examine practice, as 

needed
• Discuss relationship between self-care and 

boundaries

the challenge...

“Providing care can be an emotionally 
complicated process.  It requires the ability 
to be meaningfully related to a patient and 
family yet separate enough to distinguish 
one’s own needs.”

Holly Moss and Laura Gaynard
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therapeutic boundaries 
defined...

• “Zone of Helpfulness”
• Therapeutic or professional boundaries…

– allow a safe relationship with the client based on the 
client’s needs

– produce consistency and predictable behavior
– define how power is exercised within the relationship
– protect the client in the relationship
– protect the caregiver in the relationship

Professional
requirements

Nursing Practice Act:  
–Rule 217.11--The RN shall know, recognize, and maintain 
professional boundaries of the nurse-client relationship.

–Rule 217.12--Unprofessional Conduct.  The unprofessional 
conduct rules are intended to protect clients and the public 
from incompetent, unethical, or illegal conduct of licensees.  
The purpose of these rules is to identify unprofessional 
behaviors…include[ing] but not limited to: physical, sexual, 
emotional or financial exploitation of the client or client’s 
significant others.

–State Nursing Board 
• help define boundaries by setting standards for professional conduct
• take disciplinary action
• determine if separation from profession or rehab is appropriate

Professional
requirements (con’t)

• Child Life:  Code of Ethical Responsibility
– Principle 1--Individuals shall hold paramount the welfare 

of the children and families whom they serve 
professionally

– Principle 2--Individuals shall maintain objectivity, integrity 
and competence in meeting the highest standards of their 
profession

– Principle 4--Individuals shall respect the privacy of 
patients…
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Professional
requirements (con’t)

• Social Work:  Code of Ethics
– (8)  A social worker shall be responsible for setting 

and maintaining appropriate boundaries
– (9) A social worker shall not have sexual contact with 

a client or a person who has been a client
– (11) A social worker shall not exploit his or her 

position of trust with a client or former client

Professional
requirements (con’t)

• RT:  Texas Administrative Code, Chapter 123 
(Respiratory Care Practitioner Certification), 
Rule 123.12 (Professional and Ethical 
Standards)
– (2) Relationships with patients and clients

• (G) A practitioner shall not engage in any activities that seek to 
meet the practitioner’s personal needs at the expense or detriment 
of a patient/client

Therapeutic
boundaries 

What do “good” therapeutic boundaries look 
like?

What do “not so good” therapeutic 
boundaries look like?
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professional vs. non-
professional relationship

• PROFESSIONAL
– paid
– time-limited
– location defined
– goal-directed
– unequal power
– clinician 

responsible for the 
relationship

– formal training

• PERSONAL
– non-paid
– may last a lifetime
– location unlimited
– pleasure directed
– equal power
– all parties 

responsible for the 
relationship

– no formal training

goal = empowering vs. 
paternalistic

Empowering...
– is based on a plan of care
– supports and recognizes 

primary relationships
– supports autonomy of 

parents
– affirms abilities of 

caregivers
– assists to reveal and 

explore the full range of 
options and choices

– collaborates with 
treatment team

Paternalistic…
– assumes needs of families
– replaces or subverts primary 

relationships
– fosters dependency
– undermines confidence by 

conveying that parents are 
incapable of acting on child’s 
behalf

– limits choices
– sabotages efforts of 

treatment team

time for a little 
personal reflection...
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warning signs of
over-involvement

• thinking of patient or family 
away from work

• planning other patients’ care 
around a particular patient’s 
needs

• spending free time with 
patient or family/sharing 
home phone number

• sharing personal information 
or work concerns with a 
patient or family

• being defensive about care
• secretive behavior
• gift giving to individual 

• inappropriate physical touch 
loaning or sharing personal 
items

• feeling so strongly about 
situation that can’t hear 
feedback from team/not 
remaining neutral

• feeling responsible of 
patient’s progress is limited

• feeling possessive about a 
patient or family (“super 
caregiver” or “you and me 
against the world”)

would my interaction or 
intervention help?

• Do I think this will be a one 
time intervention or 
interaction?

• What are my goals?
• Would I say or do this with a 

co-worker present?
• Would I document this 

interaction or intervention?

• Does my behavior with this 
family differ from my 
behavior with other 
families?

• What else could I do to 
help the child and/or family 
reach these goals without 
me?

• Potential benefits?
• Potential harmful effects?

resources...

• Professional peers
• Manager

• Licensing or regulating board
• Code of Ethics or Practice Acts
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relationship between 
boundaries and self-care

“…generally the reason for poor boundaries 
is limited awareness or fulfillment of 
personal needs. [The caregiver tries] to 
meet [his or her] needs through contact 
and relationships with families”

Roxanne E. Daleo

“Never confuse having a job with having a life.”

self-care...

• Know your signs for 
stress

• Accept that there 
are things you can’t 
fix

• Practice relaxation
– restorative breathing
– repetitive exercise
– meditation
– total absorption in 

pleasant activity

• Humor
• Social support
• Healthy choices

– moderation (eating, 
alcohol, spending,etc.)

– exercise 
– good nutrition
– adequate sleep
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self-care (con’t)

• Creative expression
• Positive vs. negative breaks


