
Creating Agile Boundaries
Boundaries and systems bring people together 
into safe, symbiotic relationships. Boundaries 
and systems provide protection, mutuality, 
and support equality in relationships. Limited 
boundaries restrict our work as coaches 
because when our boundaries are particularly 
porous we take on others’ issues and when 
our boundaries are too rigid we run the risk of 
disconnecting. When our boundaries are agile, 
we are at our best.
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1: Boundary Self-Assessment
The following questions touch 
on the outer edges of where 
our individual boundaries start 
and stop, how crisp they are, or 
how much they absorb or hold 
at a distance the challenges and 
victories of others. This is where 
boundaries begin for us as coaches 
and leaders, as well.

What do you know about your own boundary preferences? How much physical space do you  
like to have around you—your personal space?

How clear are you on what you say yes to and what you say no to? Is it harder to say yes or no to 
some people more than others?

Do you make decisions by going inside and checking your own rudder or are you often influenced  
by what others would like?

Do you find it difficult to make time for yourself? How do you engage in self-care?

Do you take your coachee’s issues and challenges home with you at the end of the day? How do  
your coachee’s issues affect your daily life?

Do you sometimes feel angry or resentful about the time it takes to help another person?
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Boundary Self-Assessment
Based on your previous questions, 
plot your position on the 
boundaries spectrum. 
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DIFFUSE AGILE RIGID

Boundaries are limited, 
porous, permeable, and 
become blurred or absorbed 
based on others.

Boundaries are steadfast and 
strong but empathetic.

Boundaries are highly rigid, 
unempathetic, unwavering.

Coach tends to collude, 
rescue, or fix the coachee.

Coach can hold an alliance 
with the coachee and surface 
valuable observations 
without getting swept up.

Coach is disconnected and 
limited with the coachee.
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2: Systems
We have all been impacted by our 
generational systems and familial 
relationships, which show up in 
differentiation orientation. 
At your most differentiated self, you hold 
a belief that you are responsible for your 
own well-being, challenges, and messes. At 
the lowest level of differentiation, there is a 
belief that others are responsible for your 
well-being and sense or happiness and 
contentment in the world. 

Check in on your own differentiation orientation. 
To what extent do you rely on others for your own happiness, well-being, and contentment? 

How did your family/root systems establish either a highly differentiated self or a lower level  
of differentiation? 

Consider a few recent coaching engagements. Think of one in which you felt went particularly well 
and another that felt challenging. How do you think your boundaries and systems played into these 
instances? 
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3: Locating Your Boundaries
Which boundary type do you most 
identify with in your coaching 
engagements? 
Highlight the experiences in the chart that 
are common for you. Remember, you might 
find that your boundaries and challenges 
vary and shift with different coachees. 

If you have any tendencies in diffuse 
or rigid boundaries, how can you move 
toward agile boundaries in your coaching?

DIFFUSE AGILE RIGID

•  I am immediately drawn into 
my coachee’s story and might 
not even notice it is occurring. 

•  I want to help by taking  
on whatever is troubling  
my coachee.

•  When my coachee hurts,  
I hurt.

•  When my coachee makes 
demands, I want to please.

•  When my coachee complains, 
I commiserate. 

•  If my coachee is chronically 
late for appointments, I adapt 
without saying anything.

•  I notice my urge to help, fix, 
resolve, solve, or come to my 
coachee’s aid.

•  In the midst of a compelling 
story, I am able to manage my 
own boundaries and observe 
from an unbiased perspective. 

•  I want to be of service by 
helping my coachee notice 
patterns and habits that need 
realigned.

•  When my coachee hurts, I 
notice and ask about it.

•  When my coachee makes 
demands, I notice if it is  
a pattern.

•  When my coachee complains, 
I notice the pattern of behavior 
and underlying need. 

•  If my coachee is chronically 
late for appointments, after 
a few times, I bring it up to 
explore together and learn 
from this pattern. 

•  I pay attention to both the 
feeling state and intellect of 
myself and my coachee.

•  I hear my coachee’s story,  
but don’t tap into how it might 
feel to walk in their shoes or 
how the experience might be  
for them.

•  I am a bit detached from my 
coachee’s story and limited in 
my desire to want to help or 
carefully notice patterns and  
stories emerging.

•  When my coachee hurts,  
I might miss it.

•  When my coachee makes 
demands, I don’t particularly 
notice or slow down.

•  When my coachee complains; 
I carry on or ignore. 

•  If my coachee is chronically 
late for appointments, I 
mention it and ask the 
coachee to be on time. 

•  I am not tuned in to access my 
internal experience as much 
as I would like in coaching 
engagements.
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4: Systems Thinking
We often tend to place blame and 
insist that outside circumstances 
and sources outside of our control 
cause our problems. 
When our boundaries are strong, it is  
easier to engage in systems thinking and 
imagine all parts of the system. In systems 
thinking, there is no one else to blame—you 
and the cause of your problems are part of 
a single system. 

What is one outside circumstance you tend to blame as your “enemy” or source of your problems? 

How can you shift to systems thinking instead? How will systems thinking help you overcome your 
old way of thinking and free your coaching engagements? 
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Peter Senge states that:

THE CURE 
LIES IN YOUR 
RELATIONSHIP 
WITH YOUR 
‘ENEMY’.
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5: Insights for Action Planning
Holistic Professional Development
As you are reading, reflecting on the “Out in Your World” questions, and completing the Coach’s Worksheets, begin to think of how you can leverage  
your whole, cultivated self to affect change in your future work.

What is one key insight you can take 
forward regarding boundaries and 
systems to contribute toward your  
overall self-development plan for 
coaching improvement? 

How will establishing healthy boundaries and systems thinking help you do your best work  
towards affecting change as a coach or leader? 	

What is one thing you need to be able to create healthy boundaries and systems with  
your coachees?
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Buy the Book

For more details or to buy a 
copy of Pamela McLean’s  
Self as Coach, Self as Leader 
click here.
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