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Boundaries circles 

Boundaries circles help us visualize how much physical, emotional, and 
intimate space we keep between people in our lives and in the world. It also 
helps us visualize how much we can share intimate and private information 
about yoursefl, your marriage, and your family.  

Your spouse and immediate family members are usually closest to you, and 
strangers are the furthest away, on the outside. Here’s an example of a typical 
marriage and family who live in a community and interact with community 
helpers.  
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Examples of Boundary Circles Communication

A real-world example 

Janet created her own circle in this example. In her case, her husband’s father 
was a non-recovering substance abuser, and had not been a safe person for 
her. She didn’t want to ostracize him completely from the family circle, but he 
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was further away in the “friends and neighbors” circle. He wasn’t someone that 
was privy to every detail of her life, her marriage or her children’s life. He was 
invited to family parties (with boundaries around substance use and sober 
behavior.)   
 

 
 
When her husband had a relapse and she experienced a deep sense of pain 
and fear, she was initially unsure how far outside her circle she needed him to 
be, to feel safe.  
 
She wasn’t ready to put him completely outside the circles, and divorce him 
but she also didn’t feel comfortable sharing intimate physical space or 
intimate communication with him.  
 
She “moved him” to the “parents, in-laws and FOO (family of origin)” circle 
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and adjusted her physical proximity and level of communication with him 
while she gathered her thoughts and feelings.  
 
She asked him to go to his mother’s house until she could feel a sense of 
healing and knew what her next steps were.  
 
As he turned back towards his program, she observed his behavior from a 
safe distance where she could put her mental health first. As his behavior 
began to be safer for her, she agreed that he could come back to the next 
circle and stay in the guest room.  
 
From there, as they both worked their recovery programs of self-care and 
communicating needs to each other, she eventually felt comfortable letting 
him back in her innermost circle.  
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YOUR TURN: Label your circles 
 
Your circle may look very different from these examples. Use this blank circle 
diagram, putting your self inside the inner most circle and add the people in 
your life in the circles according to where you feel the most comfortable.  
 
Tip: Use colored pens or highlighters to make the circles distinct and create a 
memorable picture in your mind.  

 
Tip: This is a great tool to use with children and teens, to help them 
understand boundaries with family, friends, teachers and helpers, and 
strangers. 
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