
This report was composed by the organizers based on notes taken during the workshop. We used 
ChatGPT to improve the structure and clarity of this summary. 

Summary “Setting boundaries in the workplace”. Follow-up to COWIMS workshop on 
March 19th, 2025: 
We explored the significance of setting personal boundaries as a foundation for mental health, 
professional sustainability, and relational integrity. We discussed six practical boundary-setting 
strategies: delaying agreement, resisting the curse of competence, clarifying requests, refusing 
tasks beyond capacity, normalizing “no” by evaluating trade-offs, and treating every request as a 
negotiation. This report highlights how thoughtful, assertive boundary-setting can prevent 
burnout, improve communication, and support long-term personal and professional alignment. 

 

1. Introduction 
In high-demand environments, boundary-setting is not a luxury—it is a necessity. Without 
boundaries, individuals risk overextension, role confusion, and emotional exhaustion. Healthy 
boundaries reflect internal clarity and external assertiveness, enabling individuals to honor their 
limits while navigating complex interpersonal and organizational dynamics. This report outlines 
six empirically grounded techniques for setting and maintaining effective boundaries. 

 

2. Strategic Delay: Never Say “Yes” on the Spot 
Automatic compliance often reflects insecurity, habit, or fear of disappointing others. Yet 
impulsive “yes” responses are a major driver of burnout and unmet obligations. Delaying 
agreement—by asking for time to think or check one’s schedule—reinstates control and allows 
alignment with personal values and workload. 

 

3. The Curse of Competence: Evaluate Timing and Role 
Competence becomes a liability when it leads to disproportionate demands. Known as the “curse 
of competence,” this phenomenon pressures individuals to continually absorb responsibilities 
simply because they are good at something. Boundary-conscious individuals ask two questions 
before accepting: 

• “Is this the right time for me?” 
• “Am I the best person for this task?” 

When the answer is no, redirecting or declining the task protects both personal sustainability and 
systemic fairness. 

 

4. Clarify Requests and Consider Collaboration 
Poorly defined requests are often boundary violations in disguise. To prevent ambiguity and 
avoid overcommitment, individuals must reframe and clarify requests: 
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• “What specifically are you asking me to do?” 
• “What’s the timeline and desired outcome?” 

Additionally, asking whether a task can be shared—rather than owned entirely—encourages 
collaboration and minimizes unilateral strain. 

 

5. Say “No” When You Can’t Follow Through 
Agreeing to something you cannot complete undermines both integrity and performance. Setting 
boundaries means being honest about limitations. Declining a request when you lack time or 
resources is not failure—it’s maturity. It ensures that commitments made are commitments kept, 
and that trust remains intact over time. 

 

6. Normalize Saying “No” and Assess the Cost of “Yes” 
Saying “no” should be seen as a sign of intentionality, not disloyalty. Every “yes” consumes 
finite time and energy—and therefore represents a “no” to something else. Before accepting a 
request, boundary-conscious individuals ask: 

• “What am I saying no to by saying yes here?” 
• “Does this advance my highest priorities or compromise them?” 

By shifting from reflexive compliance to value-based decision-making, individuals protect 
themselves from scope creep and maintain focus on what matters most. 

 

8. Treat Every Request as a Negotiation—Not a Command 
A transformative shift in boundary-setting occurs when individuals learn to view every request 
as a negotiation, not an obligation. This reframes the power dynamic and introduces flexibility: 

• “I’m happy to help in part—can we split this?” 
• “I’m available next week. Would that work?” 
• “Given my current load, I could support with X, but not Y.” 

Importantly, individuals must resist the normalization of overtime as the default solution. 
Continually absorbing additional hours outside contracted or agreed time erodes boundaries and 
perpetuates unhealthy workplace culture. Protecting non-work time is not laziness—it is essential 
recovery and self-respect. 

Boundaries should be especially firm when dealing with after-hours demands, weekend work, or 
“emergency” tasks that are the result of poor planning elsewhere. Reasserting that personal time 
is not automatically available for professional use helps recondition organizational expectations 
and restores balance. 
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