
 

Why Boundaries Make You A Better Leader 

Intro: Jill Proud, CEO of the Proud Group, a leadership transformation company discusses why 
boundaries matter, how they can contribute to personal growth, leadership capabilities, and even make 
us happier people.  

I think what’s so empowering about boundaries is you build such tremendous clarity about what’s 
important to you and why you’re doing the things that you’re doing. But, everybody around you is drawn 

to that. 

Kathleen Burns-Kingsbury: Learning to say no is the mark of a good leader. It’s a skill that every 
professional needs to learn. But boy, it can be tricky for some women. Today we have Jill Proud, CEO of 
The Proud Group, a leadership transformation company, and she’s also an executive coach, and speaker. 
She’s going to enlighten us today on how to set better boundaries at work, and how doing so will make 
us better leaders, and happier people. Welcome, Jill, to Her Money, Her Way. 

Jill Proud: Thanks Kathleen! I’m thrilled to be here. 

Kathleen: Yeah, this is a really interesting topic that we’re talking about today. And you don’t often hear 
people talking about setting boundaries in the business world, as much as I think we should be 
discussing it. So, before we get into the topic, tell me a little bit about what motivated you to bring up 
boundary-setting as a topic today? 

Jill: Well, I work with a lot of high-performing leaders. These are people who are really accomplished, 
many of them women, and I’m always looking for what are the patterns and themes that come up in 
terms of what makes high-performing leaders successful, and also, what holds them back. What are the 
block that they experience? And boundaries is one that comes up consistently in a very big way, like 
with flashing lights around it, when leaders get stuck. When they start to get blocked. So I hear things 
like feeling squeezed in every direction, saying yes to everyone but me, hearing that little voice in their 
head again saying, ‘not again, I just overcommitted.’ And it just starts to become crystal clear that the 
cost of trying to be everything to everyone, and do it all, is too high.  

Kathleen: So, it just becomes too much. And does that have a negative impact on the business, and the 
bottom line? 

Jill: Well, yeah. When you think about leaders who are – wether they are entrepreneurs or leading a 
business unit – everybody’s looking to them in terms of setting the tone, and creating the environment 
or the culture. When I’m feeling any version of burned out, resentful, devalued – which is what happens 
when we’re not setting really clear boundaries – then I’m not showing up as my best self, and I’m 
certainly not showing up as my best leader.  

Kathleen: Let’s take a step back and just define boundaries. When we’re talking about boundaries, you 
often here that term in the psychological world, and the counselling world, but like I said before, not as 
much in the business world. So, what’s your definition of boundaries, and what are the other ways in 
which it’s important to set those boundaries? 

Jill: Yeah, that’s exactly right. How I define it is as the physical, mental, and emotional criteria that we 
establish to decide where we invest our time, money, and energy. Because, typically, the asks that we’re 
getting are of time, money, or energy; or all three in some cases. When we actually think about it as an 



 

investment, what it does for us is actually create choice. It’s when I’m not very conscious of it, and I’m 
saying yes to everything, and I think I’m supposed to be doing everything for everybody or whatever 
story I’m telling myself, it’s not really working for me. It’s no longer a choice, it’s just an automatic 
reaction. And one of the things I find as senior leaders, is we tend to value quick decision making. And 
while that can be very important, the challenge is when our quick decision making is all about saying yes 
to everyone else, and not on getting clear on actually what’s important to us, and really, why we’re here 
and the value we can add when we get lost in everyone else’s stuff, overcommit, and experience that 
burnout, resentment, and devaluation of ourselves. 

Kathleen: Now I know that there’s some research out there on gender differences around a variety of 
different topics. So I’m wondering, in your role, do you see a gender difference when it comes to setting 
these limits as leaders? Or is it kind of across the board whether you’re a man or a woman? 

Jill: I certainly think both genders experience it. I think today’s business world is faster than its ever 
been, and the pace is quick, the complexity is greater, the expectations are very high. And so I think 
everyone experiences it at some level. One of the differentiators I see in the women I’m working with 
this that we put a lot of self-imposed pressure on ourselves. And so there’s a couple of things that the 
research shows. One of them is that we tend to be more attentive to people-pleasing, and rumination. 

Kathleen: Rumination? I feel like I’ve experienced that! So say more about rumination. 

Jill: Yeah. So rumination is one of those things – I mean literally ruminants are animals like cows that 
literally are chewing the cud, and bringing stuff up that isn’t necessarily helpful for us. So literally we do 
that as human beings in our minds. And so rumination is when we’re actually thinking and rethinking, 
and continuing to spin up in our heads, on something, or in a way, that’s not helpful. As women, 
research shows we tend to do that a lot more than men do. Part of the challenge when we’re not setting 
boundaries is because we have the self-imposed pressure, and we think people think we’re supposed to 
be doing certain things, or we have these values that say we should be doing these certain things. 
Because we’re up there ruminating, and we’re not really making necessarily helpful choices for 
ourselves, we’re doing what we think other people will look at us, in that people pleasing way, as a good 
person. So, I hear things like, “I think I’m being helpful.” Or, “I should be able to do it all.” Or, “That’s just 
what it means to be a working mom.” “It makes me a good person.” “People will like me.” We don’t 
tend to hear that as much from our male counterparts.  

Kathleen: Well, it’s interesting the word should really sets off an alarm for me – in terms of “I should be 
doing this.” I hear that from a lot of women, as opposed to, “I could be doing this.” I think that kind of 
talks to what you were hitting upon in terms of choice.  

Jill: Absolutely. And in fact, that’s one of the things that we talk about in my coaching practice, and in 
my group programs, is catching yourself when you’re using that word, should. Because it’s exactly what 
you said. When you replace it with could, it’s a much more empowering place to be. You actually now 
have choice about how you choose to engage. Because the thing about setting boundaries is, in some 
cases we’re saying no; sometimes we’re saying yes, and.  

Kathleen: Oh! Say a little bit more about that. That seems like an improvisational theme. It’s curious to 
me. 



 

Jill: No is sort of that hard stop that says, “No this isn’t a fit for me. I’m not going to be able to deliver.” 
It’s sort of a hard stop. Sometimes though, it’s a ‘yes, and.’ And a ‘yes, and’ is the criteria that you put in 
place, and the conditions that are there when you’re actually committing to something. It’s not just 
necessarily a full-blown yes, because then we start to run into problems where people hallucinate that 
our yes means, “Oh! Not just four hours a week, it’s going to actually take us 24 hours a week.” Or that I 
didn’t just say yes to one meeting a month, I’ve said yes to two meetings a week. And so getting clarity 
on your yes, and. What I love about that is that and is a continuation. So it’s an empowering way to say 
it, and it also gives you very clear criteria for whoever you’re talking to. 

Kathleen: I really love that. Now, some people are going to thing that boundaries, and that word 
boundaries is kind of a negative thing. Like, I’m setting boundaries. Or it’s overused in the clinical sense. 
What do you say to people who say it’s a negative thing, it’s not a positive thing? 

Jill: I think most of what I hear from people is that it feels, particularly when you are working with 
people who are really, who have gotten to where they are, which is the people who we work with, and 
the people that are listening to this, because they’re smart, they’re creative, and they’re driven, and 
they see possibility. And, so, literally, the word boundary can feel, because think of the word boundary, 
putting up a boundary, right, it closes something off. In the context of what we’re talking about, though, 
I help people reframe it to boundaries actually set you free. And it can sounds totally counter-intuitive.  

Kathleen: Give me an example of how setting a boundary will set me free. 

Jill: One of the things, and the biggest part of our role as a leader, is really getting clarity for yourself, 
and also clarity for the people on your team. And actually building that for them. And boundaries 
actually provide a lot of clarity. When we’re clear about what we’re saying yes to, and we’re clear about 
what goals we’re actually setting with ourselves, and with our team, and everybody’s clear on the how – 
which is all about setting clear expectations and boundaries around all of that – then people can actually 
perform at a higher level. Because they’re actually clear on what they need to be doing. And that’s true 
of you coaching them too. So when I’m coaching leaders who have teams, it actually helps them coach 
better. Because they’re very clear on what the expectations and the boundaries are of performance. I’ve 
got clients who I’ve worked with that have had all kinds of success once they actually recognized that 
boundary setting’s actual purpose is to create clarity so people can perform better – including you as a 
leader. It provides a whole lot of comfort around what we’ve committed to. It actually gets more fun 
and easier, rather than feeling like it’s limited.  

Kathleen: Well, you know, I don’t know if this rings true or not, but it strikes me as a very similar 
concept to kind of branding in business. When you pick up a niche to work in, and you let people know 
what you’re good at, what you’re saying yes to, what you’re saying no to, then it’s an easier referral. If 
you let your team know what you’re saying yes to, what you’re saying no to, it’s a more strategic and 
productive approach.  

Jill: Right. Exactly. I think that’s exactly it. And I think one of the things in the work that I do is often, 
especially with teams, are coming up with agreements. And agreements help you do that on teams. So 
for anybody who’s listening who works in teams, one of the things agreements/boundaries, when you 
do it with a team, it’s empowering for people because everybody’s agreeing on how they’re going to 
show up. So, to your point, it’s actually literally how are we going to show up in team meetings. How do 
I have an open mind if one of my agreements is having an open mind. How do I actually do that? 



 

Because it’s easy to say; it’s much harder to do. Especially if somebody in a team meeting has said 
something that’s kind of counter to my belief on something, or how I thought something should work. 
So I find that the agreements/boundaries with teams is really empowering because you end up setting 
amazing norms that form at a much higher level. 

Kathleen: That’s really cool. So, is there an example of either someone whom you’ve worked with, or 
maybe a famous leader that you can say, “this really points to this particular person not setting clear 
boundaries.”? Or, somebody that did set clear boundaries, and they had success? 

Jill: Some of the themes are things like people staying too long in a role, and getting let go because they 
didn’t actually have a boundary around what was actually lighting them up and making the successful in 
their role. People having to take sick leave. Confidence taking a major hit. Feeling devalued. 
Relationships fall off. So that’s where we get indicators around us that say, “Okay. Wake up. Something 
needs to change.” And so, one of the things I find really important is that you get an opportunity to go 
back to setting boundaries. You can be really conscious of how you do it. So, one of the people I’ve been 
working with through the years had a major challenge with something going on. She was majorly 
committed to a very big project within the company, and it was going to shift her whole world, and it 
was a huge part of what she was doing. And at the same time, she was being asked to mentor a couple 
of people. And this is going to sound very familiar to a lot of the folks out there because we’re often 
being asked to do this. And one of the things when we were coaching I said to her was, “great. What do 
you need to be thinking about?” And really, there’s two elements. There’s the external: What’s the 
actual ask of your time, money, and energy? And then there’s the internal: Do I have this to give? Do I 
actually want to contribute? What kind of lights me up? Does this energize me? And so we started to 
look at the external – what’s the actual ask? And so she got really clear, and she was able to say to 
herself, “great. I’m going to be able to commit 60 minutes every two weeks to two individuals. And 
that’s what I got.” And she started to look at what was the benefit, what was the cost, and we asked just 
a quick couple of questions around that, and she realized she was actually feeling pretty energized about 
it. She got to the point in her internal ask around, “what do I have to give, or what do I want to 
contribute,” and she got really excited. She knew she could make a real difference. So she was lit up 
around it. She said yes with a couple of ands. And her ands were very simply things: that the time 
allotted is honoured. I’ve got 60 minutes, that’s all I’ve got. Come with your pre-work or your questions 
done because you often give them things to think about and go do. And if you don’t have it, we’re not 
meeting. And if you do, thrilled to spend the time with you. 

Kathleen: Great. So that’s a great example for people to either identify with or use. And the idea of 
externally, do I have time, and internally, how is this going to light me up. You know, to get back to the, 
‘and yes’ – to set a limit and also to really set some further limits around it, or some requirements is 
really kind of a nice piece, I think.  

Jill: Right. And she had a couple of people, and one of them didn’t show up with the work. And she held 
the boundary. I think it’s important to talk about that. It’s one thing to set a boundary. It’s another thing 
to hold the boundary. She could have said to the person without the work, “Well, you know, it’s our first 
time meeting. Or maybe you didn’t understand.” But she knew she was really clear. So she knew she got 
it – that wasn’t the issue. Then they decided to show up without their work done. And so she said, 
“We’ll have to reschedule.” She said that in that moment, I felt so empowered because I actually held 
the boundary of what I said their commitment was. I’m showing up 100% committed, and they decided 



 

not to. When she really got that, she didn’t have that feeling that often – especially when we get into 
rumination and people-pleasing – she didn’t have that feeling of guilt around making it work, or cutting 
them some slack. It was really about, they want to get better, they want to grow as a leader, they gotta 
show up ready. And that’s my job.  

Kathleen: It sounds like it was great self-care too. That it was empowering because it was like my time is 
worth something. And I imagine she did it in a very professional way, but that we have to reschedule. I 
think that in itself can be empowering in saying, ‘you know what? I’m worth this preparation.’ It sounds 
like this is what that leader was able to do. Jill, any other tips around how to set better boundaries or 
even how to keep them. You said that can be the tricky part. 

Jill: I think the part about keeping them, I would say to people – look, you’re going to be tested. That’s 
the job of everybody around you, is to test you on this. Because it’s testing, are you really committed to 
yourself? And I think it’s really important to remind ourselves is, when we actually stay committed and 
hold the boundary, that’s actually keeping trust with ourselves. Because we’re really quick to notice 
when we’ve lost trust with someone else, when they show up and they haven’t done their work, or 
whatever the issue is. How many times a day, or a week do we actually break trust with ourselves? 
When we say we’re not going to do something and we do, or we are going to do something and we 
don’t. What I find with boundaries, when we get really clear on them is it becomes easier. We get faster 
at them, and you don’t have to think as much, or as consciously as we’re talking about them. Because it 
becomes part of what you do. That takes practice, so I would say people really need to cut themselves 
some slack. When they start to get conscious about even where the boundaries are getting blown out, 
and start somewhere. I think it’s starting with one individual, or a particular project. Something where 
you can actually get your hands around to practice and play with what’s it like to set it and then where 
do I get tested so I can be ready for how I handle that.  

Kathleen: I think that’s a great challenge to throw out to the listeners of starting, and picking one small 
area. I would add to start in a place that feels doable. Like your chances of success are fairly high to kind 
of master it there and kind of move to harder situations or harder places in your life to set those 
boundaries.  

Jill: Yeah. Exactly. To set them up for success. You know I work with people who think, ‘now I’m going to 
go set boundaries everywhere!’ And I say, ‘no, you’re not because that’s going to be daunting so pick 
your spots. You haven’t had any practice at it, so pick a spot. Just pick one. And get really conscious 
about it, and it’ll make the next time you do it even easier. And like I said, all of a sudden you’re starting 
to do it subconsciously.  

Kathleen: One of the things that I’ve certainly found as a woman executive that owns her own company 
for the past two decades is once you really master and build up that muscle of setting boundaries it does 
help you be clearer, and eventually, if you continue to grow in life, new opportunities for setting 
boundaries come up, and you have to rise to that challenge. Which if you embrace it, it’s a learning 
process that actually can be sometimes a little painful but ultimately enjoyable, and builds confidence. 
So I feel like this is kind of a lifelong journey or career-long journey that people are on. 

Jill: You got it. Absolutely. And we know that the universe will test us and generally doesn’t give us 
anything we’re not ready for. They say, even though in the moment it can feel like I’m not ready, it 
typically does that for us. You’re right – it definitely up-levels, so the better that you get, the more you 



 

will sort of be tested out there. And I think you used the word getting better and fun, and I think we can 
look, as women, to actually look at our own development as fun, as something that is… we’re not 
supposed to know how to do it all. That only comes with experience. And part of what’s so empowering 
about boundaries is you build such tremendous clarity about what’s important to you and why you’re 
doing the things that you’re doing. But everybody around you is drawn to that. And you’re a great model 
for other people. I think that that’s an exceptional thing to be in this world that’s so busy, and so full, 
and we put so much pressure on ourselves.  

Kathleen: I really have enjoyed what you’re talking about. I certainly myself will revisit the boundaries 
that I have set in areas where I need to learn and grow. And I hope folks that are listening in whether 
they’re just starting this process or are in the middle of this process will do the same. Tell us, Jill, where 
we can find out more about the topic of boundaries, and certainly about your work. 

Jill: Yeah! So, certainly on my website which is very simple: www.jillproud.com, and what we’re going to 
do is actually put a link in for anybody who’s listening to this to download a complimentary boundaries 
handout. And so it will take you through a bunch of the things we discussed step-by-step to actually help 
you get conscious about any of this. Because that’s often the thing where people sort of get stuck.  

Kathleen: So I really appreciate your expertise and your willingness to offer that resource to all of our 
listeners here at Her Money, Her Way. So, Jill Proud. She’s the CEO of the Proud Group, an executive 
coach, and speaker, and someone who can help you set boundaries. Thank you so much for joining us 
today.  

Jill: Thanks so much Kathleen.  
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