
 

 

  Balancing Boundaries with Compassion  

 

Have you ever considered that your son or daughter may not even be conscious of the ways in which 

they manipulate you by pushing your emotional buttons, or are you pretty convinced that it’s always 

conscious?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which of the emotional buttons are most likely to cause YOU to change your mind and “back off” from 

the reasonable limits, expectations or boundaries you set? 

 ☐ Guilt – Letting him/her convince me that somehow this is my fault 

 ☐ Sympathy – Feeling sorry for him/her, that somehow I am being mean 

☐ Fear – Feeling afraid that, if I hold my boundary, something bad is going to happen to 

him/her or to me 

☐ Doubt – Creating uncertainty in either my memory or my judgment 

☐ Threat of Embarrassment – Worry that s/he will follow through on threats to embarrass me 

by sharing family secrets, telling lies about me or otherwise embarrassing me in my community, 

church, workplace, etc.  

☐ Hope – Saying all the right things with a calm, reasonable tone of voice to convince me that, 

if I just back off THIS time, there won’t be a need to worry in the future.  

 

If you are actively co-parenting, which of the emotional buttons are most likely to cause YOUR CO-

PARENT to change his/her mind and “back off?”  

 

Briefly summarize the last time you found yourself in an argument with your son or daughter over 

some limit, expectation or boundary.  

DATE___________ 



 

 

 

 

 

What emotion do you think s/he was feeling that s/he wanted to go away?  

What emotional button did s/he push with you?  

What emotional button did s/he push with your co-parent?  

Did you back off?  

If not, think about that last time you did back off. Did you notice that you TOO felt some relief 

afterwards? That’s the tricky part! In most cases, when you back off, everyone feels better at first, but 

that doesn’t mean that it was effective. What happened later?  

 

 

 

 

What difference does it make when you consider that your son or daughter is trying to get you to back 

off simply because your boundary, limit or expectation is causing him/her discomfort, distress or pain?  

 

 

 

 

How prone is your son/daughter to switch gears? If one emotional button doesn’t work, might s/he try 

another one? If so, that’s more likely to be conscious (but still, maybe not!).  

 

 

 

 

Can you remember a time when s/he was younger that you were able to allow yourself to follow 

through with the expectation while both feeling and showing compassion? For many the 5-year old 

immunization history is helpful but not for everyone. If not that scenario, is there another one?  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When you consider the idea of both feeling and showing compassion and allowing yourself to find 

courage in that compassion (without having to find courage through anger), how confident are you 

that you can do that with your son or daughter? How different would that cause you to feel in the 

midst of enforcing boundaries, limits or expectations?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If there are 5 parts to a healthier response (Recognition, Appreciation, Perception Checking, Holding 

My Ground & Increasing My Compassion), who are the people with whom I feel comfortable enough 

asking if my limits, expectations or boundaries really are reasonable? Don’t forget that you can always 

post on the private PTA Facebook group or ask in the PTA Private Forum!  

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.  

Last thing! Take a picture with your smartphone and/or print and post the next page to help you 
remember how to manage the scenario when you find yourself tempted to Back Off!  
 



GUILT SYMPATHY FEAR DOUBT EMBARRASSMENT HOPE 

 

 

 

 

 

RECOGNIZE  
When I feel guilty, sympathetic, afraid, doubtful, threatened or hopeful  

AND s/he is trying to get me to back off, I will ---- 

 

APPRECIATE  
I will try to understand that my boundary is creating distress and that it is reasonable for him/her to 

want me to back off because of that distress, even though the boundary is probably still appropriate.  

 

CHECK MY PERCEPTIONS 
I will get verification from an objective 3rd party that my boundary or expectation is appropriate. I can 

call my sponsor, ask another parent on the PTA Facebook page or PTA Private Forum, ask another 

parent I know through Al-Anon/Nar-Anon/CRAFT or even ask a counselor or pastor.  

I will ask if my boundary or expectation needs adjusting.  

 

HOLD MY GROUND 
After checking perceptions and making any recommended adjustments, I will hold my ground and not 

give in to the manipulations of my son or daughter. If his/her response causes me to really suspect that 

s/he might commit suicide or kill me, I will call 911 immediately.  

Otherwise, I will strive to hold my ground with compassion.  

 

INCREASE MY COMPASSION –  
I will do my best to stay kind and compassionate with the knowledge and appreciation for the 

emotions that my son or daughter is feeling. I will kindly repeat gentle words like, “I know this is really 

hard and I do care that you’re upset. But we’re going to do this anyway.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GUILT SYMPATHY FEAR DOUBT EMBARRASSMENT HOPE 


