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The Importance of Boundaries 

 

The error I see parents making, time and time again, is to believe they are somehow being 
‘kind’ to a child by changing the rules and giving in; e.g. 

Child: Can I have sweet? 

(Busy, distracted) Parent: No, it is nearly dinner time. 

Child: Oh please… just one…! I’m REALLY, REALLY hungry. 

Parent: No, I’ve already explained its nearly dinner time. 

Child throws self on floor and starts screaming. 

Parent: Oh, all right then but only one. 

In this exchange, the child has learned that the best (and quickest) way to gain the required 
article is to scream or make a fuss. Next time the child will try this earlier on. The parent, on 
the other hand, may be feeling a bit tired and frazzled. They may only intend the sweet to 
be given as a one off. The parent may well be feeling that they have been ‘kind’ and given 
their child a ‘treat’. They have not been kind. They have made their child feel insecure 
because they did not have the resolution or energy to stick to the boundaries they had 
created. 

 

Unfortunately, the child now knows how to get what they want. This does not make the 
child happy. In this scenario, it is HIGHLY likely that the child will eat the sweet but feel 
somehow unhappy and unfulfilled. They will not realise that their sense of unhappiness is as 
a direct result of the parent giving inconsistent messages and breaking their boundaries. The 
child will try the boundary again in order to see if they are safe yet. The parent may well 
oblige by demonstrating to the child that they are not safe or secure by giving in to more 
demands and screams for sweets. If the parent DOES hold the boundary it will be much 
more difficult than if they had done so the first time around. 



NATP 95 - The Importance of Boundaries 
 

 
 

NATP Ltd t/a The National Association of Therapeutic Parents       www.naotp.com 

B3 The Priory, Long Street             01453 519000 

Dursley, Gloucestershire                                                                   Company registration number 10705603 

GL11 4HR               Recognised Organisation of Centre of Excellence in Child Trauma 

 

 

 

Once a child succeeds in breaking one small boundary in one area the parent may be 
surprised to experience their child ‘suddenly’ behaving in a ‘naughty’ way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This parent has put in place several boundaries around eating. These might be rules such as 
the; child is expected to use a knife and fork (where appropriate). Meals are eaten at the 
table, the child is expected to eat with his mouth closed, and he clears his own plate away 
into the dishwasher afterwards. 
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The child consciously, or unconsciously decides to ‘push her luck’. 

She starts eating with her mouth open and tests the boundary. In this diagram, the parent is 
not distracted and reminds the child to keep her mouth closed when eating. The child 
understands that the rules have not changed, and she continues with her meal. 
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In this diagram, the child manages to break the boundary. Perhaps she starts by eating with 
her mouth open quite subtly. Maybe the parents don’t notice because they are talking to 
each other. The child might make her transgression more obvious and feel that she has ‘got 
away with it’ if no ‘righting’ or acknowledgement takes place. 
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As the child’s world seems to suddenly have different rules, she tries to see what else she 
can change. Perhaps she will be defiant about clearing her plate,  

She might decide to eat with her hands, after all, that’s what she did in her birth family, and 
there were no rules there either. 

 

The parents, meanwhile, are stunned to observe that ‘out of nowhere’ their child ‘suddenly’ 
starts eating with her hands, then gets down from the table and starts running around 
screaming. 

 

Sound familiar? 

 

Apply this to a child without the reference points a securely attached child has. 
Disintegration will be swifter and more devastating. 

 

 


