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10 Tips for Setting and Enforcing Boundaries with Clients 

Devon Turcotte, MA, Certified Career Strategist 

1. Determine why boundaries are important to you. It may be that you need greater work-life balance, want to 

focus your work time on helping your clients rather than explaining your services, or want to protect yourself from 

professional risk. Whatever the reason(s), knowing why will help you to define your boundaries more effectively. 
 

2. Figure out what your boundaries are. What are you certified, qualified, or educated to do? Who is your ideal 

client? What is your comfort level with various career development services, and how you deliver and promote them? 

Boundaries can be defined in many ways and you’ll want to consider them in a few different areas.  Think about your 

physical, emotional, and intellectual boundaries and review your current practices from those perspectives. 
 

3. Build boundaries into your business operations. Determine your business hours and modes of communication 

and be clear on how many clients you will manage at once. No matter the size of your business, consider creating a 

set of policies and procedures that can serve as guiding principles for how you operate. Your guiding principles should 

formalize how you manage any number of situations, from clients who don’t pay on time, to those who ask for a 

refund, to missed or late appointments. 

 

4. Document, document, document. Decide where you will outline your boundaries so that clients can access them. 

This might be on your website, in a downloadable overview of your services, or as part of your intake process. Use 

a service agreement with clients to clearly delineate timelines, pricing, and responsibilities on both sides. 
 

5. Be willing to fire clients. Refer less-than-ideal clients to others whenever you are not able to serve them properly. 

If nothing else, referrals will reciprocate with their less-than-ideal clients. You also need to be willing to pass on work 

that does not fit your professional competencies. This is a difficult thing to do, particularly if you are an independent 

practitioner, or your funding relies upon your caseload, but it leaves room in your practice for those clients and 

projects that are ideal — the ones that will ultimately lead to greater success and happiness for everyone involved. 
 

6. Set expectations at the beginning of each meeting. Start an appointment or a workshop by summarizing how 

much time is available for the session and outline the goals of the session; as a workshop facilitator, you’d state the 

goals, and in a one-on-one setting, you may collaborate on setting goals with the client. Then, build in points 

throughout the session to let the client(s) know that you are keeping track. This way, you’re not surprising them 

when you let them know that there are only two minutes left in your time together. 
 

7. Be kind, but firm. Enforcing boundaries does not mean that it is necessary to have a sharp tongue. Refer to your 

documented policies, package offerings, service agreement, and any other place you’ve outlined how you work and 

what clients should expect from you. Use objective statements of fact and avoid appearing emotional. If assertiveness 

training is available for you, consider taking it. 
 

8. Limit access but “answer the bell.” This may mean any number of things — it may refer to the type of work you 

accept versus what you decline. It may be that you allow only one communication mode for clients to reach you. The 

point is to set up yourself, your organization, and your practice so that you are not trying to do more than is possible. 

You create fewer access points, but always, always respond to the ones you leave open. 
 

9. Treat your clients as their own best guides. If a client seems reluctant to fly out on their own, no matter how 

prepared they are, remind them that they have everything they need. Direct them to websites, tip sheets, or any 

other resources you have available to help remind them that they’ve done the work and they can take the next step.  
 

10. Look ahead. If you encounter a situation where a client pushes back on your boundaries, take the time to consider 

how you can avoid a recurrence of the situation, either with that client, or with anyone else.  Evaluate how you have 

outlined and documented your boundaries to see if there are any gaps you can fill in or modifications you can make. 
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