
COMPLIANT
Neglects Own Needs

Very fearful of disappointing 
others, or feels guilty and 

reacts to this guilt by 
people-pleasing or allowing 

others' to control them.

CONTROLLER
Neglects Others’ Needs
Aggressively or subtly 

violates others’ boundaries. 
May be intentional or 

unintentional due to lack of 
skills and awareness.

NONRESPONSIVE
Neglects Others’ Needs
Fears feeling vulnerable

and being taken advantage of. 
Sets rigid boundaries that 

inevitably block their ability to 
care for others.

AVOIDANT
Neglects Own Needs
Rigid boundaries and 

pervasive distrust in others.
Uncomfortable showing 

imperfections, resulting in 
inauthentic connection.

CAN’T SAY

NO

BOUNDARY
PROBLEMS

CAN’T HEAR

YES

4 MAIN BOUNDARY PROBLEMS
Understanding, establishing and maintaining healthy boundaries is essential for our well-being. Boundaries allow for a 

"Sense of Self," by defining 'what is me' and 'what is not me.' In the physical world, boundaries are clear. Fences, walls, 

yards, etc.  Non-physical boundaries, are not as clear, yet they are just as important. They allow for healthy, trusting 

connections, while keeping you protected in many ways. Boundaries build a foundation of self-trust and self-love. 

“Your personal boundaries protect the inner core of your 
identity and your right to choices... boundaries define your 

soul and they help you to guard it and maintain it.”
Henry Cloud, PhD, Author of 'Boundaries'



Compliant / Porous: Can't Say No
Fuzzy and indistinct boundaries. Can feel like you're a chameleon. Default into FAWN Mode in times 

of stress or in relationships overall (people-pleasing, codependency patterns, self-love deficiency, 

etc.). Melt into the demands and needs of other people and lose their sense of self. 

Why setting limits and boundaries is difficult:
• Fear of hurting another's feelings

• Fear of abandonment, rejection, or being alone

• Programmed to be dependent on another

• Fear of someone else's anger to the point of walking on eggshells and being compliant

• Fear of punishment or disappointing someone

• Fear of feeling deep, painful shame, and guilt for failing to please others or saying 'No'

• Controlled by an overstrict, critical conscience, 'Inner Critic' and self-condemnation  

Compliants tend to lack "discernment radar" of who is safe and trustworthy, and who is not. When have you noticed this 
"radar" dysfunction?  What types of people are in your life (or were in your life) that you wish you hadn't allowed in?

You may have a "people-pleasing" part of your personality that makes you feel too guilty to say 'No," set limits, or state 
needs and expectations. Describe a recent experience in which you wished you had said "No" or set a limit, but didn't.

What maladaptive protective strategies have you used to avoid disappointing others (taking the blame, lying, put-up 
with maltreatment or abuse, helping people that hurt you, staying in toxic relationships)?

As you were growing up, what did you learn about setting limits, stating expectations and needs, and saying 'No'?



Avoidant / Rigid: Can't Hear Yes
Feel uncomfortable asking for help because it can feel "too needy" or vulnerable. Difficulty 

recognizing own needs. Withdraw and isolate when they are 'in need' because they loath feeling like 

a burden. May feel unworthy of love. Co- and Counter-dependency. Avoid opportunities to receive 

care. Feel very comfortable giving and caring for others. May end up over-giving to others. 

Why setting limits and boundaries is difficult:
• Fear asking for help as this can trigger feelings of vulnerability or 'weakness'

• Fear of being judged or seen so they display a wall of perfectionism  

• Programmed to perceive their problems, feelings, wants, and needs as bad, weak, or shameful

• Usually controlled by a berating, self-judging Inner Critic 

• Fear of receiving support and love, yet readily offer it to others 

• Fear having needs as this may lead to feeling rejected or let-down by another

As you were growing up, what did you learn about sharing your opinions, interests, feelings, wants and needs?

Is it difficult for you to ask and receive help? Describe a time you had a personal problem and you asked a friend or 
family member for help. Who did you ask? When did this occur? What was the result? 

How does it feel for you to reach out and ask for help and receive another's act of kindness? 

Are your boundaries more like walls than fences? What value to you see in allowing others' to help you and care for you?



Controller: Can't Hear No
Lack skills to take responsibility for own emotions, self-worth and self-validation. Feel automatic 

need to control others to avoid feeling helpless or powerless. Most are not aware of their actions. 

Feel abandoned or rejected if they don't get their way. WE CAN ALL EXHIBIT SIGNS OF CONTROLLING 

BEHAVIORS AT TIMES. Examine controlling tendencies and if control tendencies occur for you.

Why respecting others'  limits and boundaries is difficult:
• Fear the unpredictability of others' love so they attempt to control people in order to feel 'loved'

• Fear others' boundaries and independence will result in abandonment (all-or-nothing thinking)

• Fear feeling weak and powerlessness if others' are not 100% compliant

• Programmed to perceive and measure "love" with how much others are okay with their control  

• Subconscious deep belief that their self-worth and lovability depends on others' compliance

In what relationships and situations have you been perceived as a controller? Why was it important for you to have 
control? What did you fear would happen if you stopped controlling?

Controllers (usually unintentionally) project responsibility of their own feelings and self-worth onto others. They feel 
deep-down that others' compliance means they are loved and worthy. When have you had a Controller in your life? 

When have you felt a Controller's failure to accept you as you are (because they are typically very focused on ensuring 
'safety' and 'love' through their controlling behaviors and your compliance) ? How did you deal with this? 

Are your boundaries more like walls than fences? What value to you see in allowing others' to have free-will? What does 
free-will and freedom mean to you? How could you have a romantic relationship with BOTH freedom and trust?



Nonresponsive: Can't Say Yes
Lack awareness of others' needs and fail to connect with healthy attunement and empathy. Although 

we need not take on the responsibility of 'watering another's lawn' (nor are we responsible for 

another's feelings, beliefs, thoughts, behaviors, and choices), but we do have responsibilities to 

acknowledge and value others' needs and boundaries, especially loved-ones and our partner's.

Why hearing others'  needs and boundaries is difficult:
• Fear feeling suffocated, engulfed or overwhelmed by the needs of others

• Dislike their own natural human needs as they fear feeling 'neediness' or reliant on another

• Dislike the intrinsic need to connect with others (triggers feelings of 'helpless neediness')

• Programmed to be overly-absorbed in their own desires as if survival is dependent on it

• Despise their inability to be complete themselves and try to force 100% self-sufficiency

• Project this shame-based, self-sufficiency onto others and despise others' need to connect 

Have you experienced a Nonresponsive? How did it feel? Were you able to feel seen, heard, valued and connected with? 
What did you hope for? What was missing? 

Did you have a parent or family member that seemed to 'dump' their emotions on you or over-share personal details 
that you did not feel old enough for? Can you see how this would result in forming a Nonresponsive Boundary Style?

When have you felt smothered or overwhelmed by someone else's needs? How did you handle this?

When have you felt engulfed or irritated at someone for wanting to know you at a deeper level, beyond small talk and 
daily tasks? Looking back, was this person trusthworthy? Did they have good intentions? Describe the specific event.

Are you able to see how 'opening up' and sharing authentic aspects of yourself with well-intentioned, balanced, trust-
worthy people is nourishing and connecting? 



I am usually the only one in my family or friendships that can really help when someone is in need

I have a deep need to be liked and it's possible my self-worth shifts with others' opinions of me

I don't like to share much about myself, even in close relationships

I avoid upsetting others, even if it means hiding the truth; I have lied at least once this month to keep the peace

I feel a sense of emptiness that is hard to explain - an aching loneliness perhaps

I do not recall a time where I simply said 'No, thank you,' without a detailed explanation

I find decision-making a real challenge and have trouble making up my mind

My relationships feel difficult and exhausting, like I am doing all the work

I will go to great lengths to not disappoint people by over-working, over-giving, etc.

I feel responsible for making sure people are happy around me

I have been more controlling than I'd like to be (investigating my partner on social media, snooping texts, etc.)

I have over-shared private details of my life with people I just met (includes dating)

I feel like a burden when asking for help, even with close friends

I feel overlooked at work, in my family, and even in my social circles

I tend to get blamed a lot for things that are not my fault

I rarely state my needs and limits; I may not know what my needs and limits are 

I feel guilty or lame for wanting alone time, like taking a nap, self-care, peace and quiet, etc.

I feel like others do not have much respect for me

I feel disappointed and let-down by others a lot

I am unclear about my purpose in life

Now that I think about it, I do not know what a boundary really is

I do not trust myself when it comes to balancing my needs with others

I have over-texted, over-called, been hypervigilent or extremely anxious in relationships

I recall a time within the last year, when I said yes to something I didn't want to out of guilt or fear of disappointing

I tend to feel far more invested and attached to a person than I should be for how long I've known them

I feel lonely, isolated or disconnected even after spending time with others 

I feel like no one really knows or understands the real me

I enjoy most of the time I have for my work

It is hard to trust love so I read into things to detect lies (analyze every word, attempt to mindread, etc.)

I have a pattern in my relationships of hot or cold, or breaking-up and back together again numerous times

SIGNS OF POROUS OR RIGID BOUNDARIES: IDENTIFY WHAT MAY BE TRUE FOR YOU
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