
R
eported inci dences of

liti ga tion, abuse, and

slander against youth

workers, coupled with concerns 

related to client-helper

rela tion ships becoming too

“friendly”, have led

prac ti tio ners to create clear

and often strict poli cies

around bound aries. In the

summary of his study on the

issue, Professor Scott

Okamoto (2003) says, “in the

case of the prac ti tioner/client

rela tion ship, bound aries

provide a limit that allows for

a ‘safe connec tion based on

the client’s needs” (p. 303).

Unfor tu nately, some agen cies

and workers get so concerned 

with this “safe connec tion”

that the love and nurturing in

the work is lost. Although there

is a defi nite need for

bound aries and limits, it is

equally impor tant we not lose

sight of the funda mental love

and nurturing needed to build

ther a peutic rela tion ships.

In a study ex am in ing prac ti -

tio ners’ fears in work ing with

trou bled teens, two hun dred

and forty eight pro fes sion als

from 15 agen cies in Ha waii

were sur veyed. There were

three main fears high lighted in

the study: “fear of be ing phys i -

cally harmed by a cli ent, fear of 

be ing sued by a cli ent or cli -

ent’s fam ily, and fear of dam -

age to one’s pro fes sional

rep u ta tion” ((Okamoto and

Chesney-Lind, 2000, p. 374). It 

is fears like these that com pel

agen cies into de vel op ing

bound ary pol i cies. Al though

these fears may be well-

founded, prac ti tio ners must re -

mem ber that pol i cies and

rules that are too rigid can im -

pede the de vel op ment of ther -

a peu tic rela tion ships. 

Teens in care were sur -

veyed re gard ing their view -

points on pro fes sional

bound aries (Rich mond, 2005). 

Many of the girls’ re sponses

re flected frus tra tions re gard -

ing the rigid pro fes sional

bound aries im ple mented at

the cen tre. Of the 10 girls, 8

re ported feel ing frus trated with 

the agency’s rules on hug ging.

Teens ex plained that staff felt

hugs to be “un pro fes sional”

and a vi o la tion of their per sonal 

bound aries. One girl stated, “if

you want af fec tion like you

have to ask and even then, it’s

not warm” (p. 61). An other teen 

re plied, “here, you’re not sup -

posed to touch any one — you’ll
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get your privs. [priv i leges] taken 

or you’ll get on a time-out which 

means you can’t do anything”

(p. 61-62). 

Strict bound aries such as

these dis re gard the hu man

need for af fec tion and of ten ig -

nore cli ents’ com mon sense re -

gard ing per sonal space. As one 

teen de scribed, “I know I feel a

lot better when um, I’m feel ing

bad and you have some one to

hug … .I mean like hugs are

good. Es pe cially like if they’re

nonsexual that’s great” (Rich -

mond, 2005, p. 62). Yet an -

other teen stated, “I think they

should pro vide a nur tur ing en vi -

ron ment for us. So I think that

should be a part of their job de -

scrip tion — pro vide warm hugs” 

(p. 63). When asked the dif fer -

ence be tween ap pro pri ate and

in ap pro pri ate touch, one teen

ex plained, “Ap pro pri ate would

be like play fully pok ing some -

one in the arm, giv ing some one 

a hug, um, play wres tling or

some thing — you know, things

that are con sen sual be tween

two peo ple. And in ap pro pri ate

is things you don’t like — like

peo ple in your bub ble [per sonal 

space] all the time when you

don’t want them” (p. 63).

In a dif fer ent study on youth

per cep tions, young peo ple ex -

pressed var i ous at trib utes that

they looked for in a child and

youth worker. These in cluded,

“some one who gen u inely cared 

… loved the kids … talked ‘with’ 

rather than ‘to’ me … felt warm

… felt loved … a friend … feel -

ings of com fort”, and so on

(Weisman, 2006, p. 49).

Weisman sug gests that child

and youth work ers share the

com mon be lief that “these re la -

tion ship re luc tant” chil dren

need to learn to love and trust

adults. Yet at the same time,

work ers are “given a mes sage

that it is in ap pro pri ate to love

the chil dren and youth we work 

with” (p. 49). Is n’t it ironic that

in our work there are dis tinct

rules and lim i ta tions dic tat ing

how not to model love and

trust.

There is no doubt, as a Child 

and Youth Care Worker, that

there is a sig nif i cant need for

cer tain bound aries to be in

place, in or der to clearly de fine

our re la tion ships with cli ents.

But it is im por tant to re mem ber 

what pur pose these bound aries 

serve in our re la tion ships. We

need to ques tion how ‘blan ket

pol i cies’ such as “no-touch”

rules are ef fec tive and for

whom they are ef fec tive.  Af ter

all, “if we, the help ing adults,

are re la tion ship re luc tant too,

then no mean ing ful ther a peu tic 

change can oc cur” (Weisman,

2006, p. 49).
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