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Abstract 
The below report showcase the thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) Through semi-structured interviews with one experienced humanistic-integrative counsellor; the data was thematically analyzed and produced four themes: boundaries as a safe frame for therapeutic work; the balance of consistency with relationship flexibility; boundary moments as opportunities for client development and the need for counsellor self-awareness to maintain effective practice. The findings describe that boundaries are more than fixed barriers, but represent fluid, co-created conditions to enhance safety, trust and depth of therapeutic engagement. Findings also demonstrate that boundary dilemmas (time management, endings, or between-session text contact) can become an important aspect of client learning when they are held clearly, and with compassion. This article stresses the importance of reflective, contextually anchored boundary work, and suggests future research on the studies.
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Introduction
Counsellors understand and experience professional boundaries by implementing flexible, but firm, guidelines to maintain a safe and ethical therapeutic relationship, which includes managing time, physical space, and emotional involvement (Opland & Torrico, 2024). Humanistic approaches showcase empathy and congruence (Rogers, 1957). These include, but are not limited to, confidentiality, avoiding dual relationship also fixing time and fees. Boundaries are crucial in creating trust and ensuring clients’ welfare.
Furthermore, In counseling boundaries are complicated as no rulebook can be followed exactly. Decisions are often made accordingly to client (Amaglo, 2022). For example, is it permissible to accept a small gift? How much of my personal life can I share? If I live or work in a small community, I may see the client socially at some point and then what do I do? Balancing being professional while being human is an ongoing balancing act every session.
Boundaries help establish the appropriate reason for professional relationships and to keep it professionally therapeutic rather than devolving into personal friendship or family-like relationships (Lampe et al., 2023).   Boundaries are essential for safeguarding the client and the therapist against burnout and client wellbeing and for creating a safe place for healing by being consistent with rules. (Stanek, 2025).
This study examines a multi-sensory approach to go beyond the rulebook exploring a counselor’s lived experience. The focus involves making sense of counselor’s interpretation, experience, and engagement with maintaining boundaries, reflecting the real person experience behind a critical professional skill.
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Method 
Only one participant was involved in the study, which was Chris (pseudonym), a White British aged 46 years and trained as a counsellor. Chris offered a representation of an experienced, independent practice from a humanistic-integrative perspective and is based in Wales.

[bookmark: _Toc214588173]Procedures 
Data collection: The data was collected through a semi-structured interview, which allowed the interview to remain focused on the research topic, but promoted rich, thorough engagement as the questions evolved as needed (Dolczewski, 2022). The interview schedule consisted of 14 questions regarding the participants' therapeutic philosophy.
 Data analysis: Data was analysed using thematic analysis (Ahmed et al., 2025). Thematic analysis is a systematic approach to identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2022), and was approached in the following order: 
1. Familiarisation: I was familiar with the transcript by reading it on a number of occasions and immersing myself in the data. 
1. Coding: Initial codes began generated, identifying key phrases and concepts with respect to boundaries (e.g. “frame for safety,” “consistency builds reliability,”)
1. Theme Development: It focused on bringing codes together into potential themes and then collating the relevant data for potential themes 
1. Reviewing Themes: Thematic review is refining themes to check if they make sense (Ahmed et al., 2025).
1. Defining and Naming Themes: Define the essence of the theme and identify rich, vivid names. Themes are as follows based in transcripts: Theme 1: The Secure Frame: Boundaries as the safe frame for Therapeutic Work, Theme 2: Practicing two together: Balance of Consistency with Relationship Flexibility, Theme 3: Boundaries in Action: A Live Curriculum for Client Growth and Theme 4: Security and awareness: The Counsellor's Self-Awareness and Sustainability.
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Results
The examination of the interview with Chris, a humanistic integrative counsellor, identified four key themes that represent his conceptualisation and lived experience with professional boundaries. The themes display boundaries as not a set of rules, but as a relational, dynamic, and fundamental aspect of practice in therapy.
[bookmark: _Toc214588175]Theme 1: The Secure Frame: Boundaries as the safe frame for Therapeutic Work
For Chris, boundaries are fundamentally enabling, creating the psychological safety necessary for deep therapeutic work. He thinks of them not a restrictive barrier but as a safe "frame" that creates trust and allows freedom. He said, "They are not fences; they are the frame that allows trust and depth," referring to his concept of frame. Frame is created through clarity and predictability, which actively lowers anxiety for the client. Chris also stated, “The paradox is that clear limits create more freedom. As a safe frame develops, the client takes greater risks to be real." This idea prompted Chris' views of contracting at the beginning of therapy. He saw it as a "co-creating" of some safety together with the client, instead of writing a rigid, legalistic document. The aim of the frame was, as far as Chris was concerned, to be a safe and reliable environment to discover the client's capacity to grow.
[bookmark: _Toc214588176]Theme 2: Practicing two together: Balance of Consistency with Relationship Flexibility
An important discovery was the careful balance Chris exercises between intense consistency and engaged flexibility. He described specific, non-negotiable boundaries around confidentiality and safety, as well as his overall availability, offering, ''Consistency builds reliability.'' He demonstrated this principle in his articulation of time, describing how it was a principle of his work to end all sessions punctually: ''If someone is late, we still end on time; it is not punitive, it is consistent." Yet this consistency was tempered with a humanistic awareness and response to the client's immediate needs. He demonstrated this tension when a significant disclosure came up toward the end of a session, deciding to ''attune to the feeling. 'These matters, let's bring it up and pick it up next time,' rather than diving in and overrunning." He summarised this balance by distinguishing between what was flexible (e.g., modes of language, modes of creativity) and what was not, stating that, ''the container protects the contents," meaning that a stable frame allows for fluid work and relationality within it.

[bookmark: _Toc214588177]Theme 3: Boundaries in Action: A Live Curriculum for Client Growth
Chris's account illustrates how boundary interactions are not only administrative but utilized as therapeutic material as well. He explained how exploring a client’s tendency to test endings became a “live curriculum in self-trust.” Instead of interpreting endings as disruptive, he and the client “began to investigate. What do endings bring up?” The act of pushing against the time boundary transformed in the client’s life; “The boundary [of the time] was no longer being rejected but was part of the therapy, a chance to experience a safe, predictable end.” Similarly, Chris engaged the topic of frequent communication between sessions, not simply eliminating it, but curiously exploring its purpose, co-designing a plan for alternative communication, while aiming to “transform” the need behind the behaviour. This theme continues to highlight that the firm but caring holding of a boundary (with discussion around a cancellation fee for instance) could signal growth, or at minimum start a conversation around ambivalence, put oneself first, etc. "Sometimes the clearest limit is the kindest act.”

[bookmark: _Toc214588178]Theme 4: Reflecting and awareness: The Counsellor's Self-Awareness and Sustainability
The evidence supports that the practice of effective boundary-keeping is contingent on the counsellor’s self-awareness and bodily sustainability. Chris reflected from his early career, when started to over-give, answering emails late, running over time he realized: “Burnout taught me that I can’t be deeply present if my boundaries are leaking.”    
This personal learning shaped the way he practices now, and he attends to his own capacity by scheduling buffers and disconnecting from work, stating “My clients get the most benefit from a dependable counsellor rather than from one who is always available.” He also depends on supervision to “reality check my judgments and to take care of my own edges,” when he keeps an eye on his own reactions to his clients’ dynamics. He further uses his own somatic sensations as a measure, stating: “I listen to my body, tension, dread, resentment are signals to pay attention to a boundary.” This theme frames the work of self-care for the counsellor as not external work but instead as an ethical responsibility that burns out the whole therapeutic frame.
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Discussion 
This study was concerned with how counsellors understand and experience professional boundaries. In the interview with Chris, it became apparent that boundaries were more than a list of things that you should not have done; indeed, boundaries were conceptualized as a complexity and dynamism that underpins the therapeutic process. Such a position is consistent with the theoretical notion of the "therapeutic frame", which posited that a contained and unchanging social context was needed to hold anxiety and allow for any extent of deep psychological work (Murphy et al., 2022). For example, Chris referred to boundaries as the "frame that lets trust and depth develop", demonstrating the idea in humanistic practice. 
Additionally, the grand theme of Balance of consistency with relationship flexibility corresponds to literature that acknowledges the context of tension rigidity and flexibility (Hill et al., 2022). Cooper (2008) offered an ethic of relational flexibility to address the notion that rigidity to rules is as unethical as no rules at all. Chris practiced the balance of strict consistency for core principles (e.g., confidentiality) and tuned flexibility for other kinds of issues (e.g., how to end session), hence chronicling this ethical position.  His research supports the trainee discomfort expressing that boundaries can seem "cold" at times by showing that warmth, plus clarity, is the antidote: turning limits into expressions of care instead of rejection. This finding supports the Psychodynamic Theory, which is a psychological lens that focuses on unconscious process and past histories (Traylor et al., 2022).
Ending with the finding that boundaries in action provide a "Live Curriculum for Client Growth," makes an important contribution to the research findings. Here the researcher goes beyond the protective function of boundaries and demonstrate boundaries as a more active role in service of client healing. This finding is in keeping with attachment theory, whereby reliable and predictable responses from the therapist provide the opportunity for the client to develop an internal working model of secure relationships (Cassidy et al., 2013). Chris’s example of working with the client who tested the endings at times is an instructional opportunity for transforming the boundary rupture, as explored in conversation followed by a helpful repair becomes a corrective emotional experience for the client, whereby they are learning to self-regulate their emotional responses while building trust.
Based on these findings, there are a number of recommendations. For practice, training programmes should shift away from conceptualising boundaries as a series of rules and, instead, focus on fostering a reflective principled stance in approaching boundaries. Counsellors should be encouraged to conceptualise boundary interactions as potentially being moments of therapeutic opportunity. For future research, it should be noted that this study suggests the need for a broader investigation. A qualitative research project that includes a wider range of counsellors working from eclectic theoretical orientations and cultural backgrounds would be important to discover whether these themes are certainly universal or contextual. Research that seeks to capture the client's perspective on these boundaries’ practices would also be significant, as it would allow for a valuable additional lens to reflect on, whether clients may also experience continued boundaries as a, "form of love in professional clothing," as Chris suggests. Ultimately, this discussion provides affirmation that skilful management of boundaries is, not simply a technical task, but rather one of several important core tenets of therapeutic artfulness and ethical effectiveness (Traylor et al., 2022). Behaviour Theory asserts that behaviour is learned from interactions with the environment, and that change occurs through reinforcement, punishment, and modelling.
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Appendices
Stage 2 This stage involves a close, line-by-line analysis of the transcript to identify key phrases, concepts, and ideas. These are labelled with concise "codes."
Stage 3 generating codes
In this stage, similar codes are grouped together to form broader, overarching patterns or initial themes
Stage 4 Reviewing and developing themes
This stage involves refining the initial themes to ensure they are distinct, coherent, and accurately capture the most significant aspects of the dataset. The initial theme "Practical Navigation of Boundaries" was too broad. It was split, and the themes were refined to tell a more compelling story.


