
 

 

 
 
 
 

Internal Boundary Training 
 
 
The following boundary strengthening exercise should take less than 10 minutes. Practice it once a day 
for over 30 times and your vulnerability to your partner’s disapproval should decrease. It’s like training to 
ride a bicycle.  You will be training the skill into “automaticity” in your subconscious.  When successful 
after many trainings, you will not have to consciously think about the steps. The automated sequence will 
happen effortlessly within a split second.  

 
Preliminary Preparation: Find a location and time where you will sit (not lie down) to 
practice for 10 minutes every day. Choose an adult “challenge memory” when you mismanaged your 
reaction to the other person’s emotional expression (his/her anger, rage, emotional manipulation, etc.). 
You yourself may have frozen, lied or raged at the time. The challenge memory needs to still be somewhat 
upsetting to you when you recall it. (“No pain, No gain”) When your challenge memory is no longer 
upsetting after many practice sessions, treat it like a squeezed-out lemon.  Get a new one that has some 
new juice to upset you.  

 
When practicing: 
 
Step 1: Activate the challenge memory  (approx.  2 minutes) 
Close your eyes and visualize where you were at the time. Visualize and vividly replay the images and 
sounds right before your upsetting exchange with the other person.  Then find the most upsetting 
moment and vividly play the person’s facial expression, body gestures, tone of voice and words that upset 
you.  Facial expression and tone of voice are most important to notice. Then notice your own body getting 
activated in response. 

 
Step 2: Give permission (approx. 10 seconds) 
While looking at the other person’s face and with your physical hands raised up near your shoulders and 
open forward, imagine saying the following in a strong assertive voice: (Hear the sound of your own voice 
in your mind) 
“Go ahead and be angry (or upset) with me!  That’s OK because I have a more 
important responsibility to focus my attention on our future welfare!” 
While saying “Go ahead and be angry.” make an actual slight pushing movement with your raised hands. 
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Step 3: Self-Hypnotic Suggestion for “future sight” 
Blank out the other person’s face and hold your physical hands in a palm up position and off your lap.  
Then hear your own voice in your mind as you speak to the wisest part of your subconscious. Ask under 
your breath:  “Will you help me to focus on protecting our future welfare?” 

 
Step 4: Meditate on future welfare (approx. 3 minutes) 
Keep your palms up and your hands off your lap while meditating. 
 
What principles need to be defended for the future relationship? (Equity? Inviolacy of boundaries? 
Honesty? Etc.) 
 What precedent do you need to avoid setting? (For example, avoid setting a precedent that the other 
person’s bullying behavior gets rewarded.) 
What actions could you take that might improve the future welfare for you and the relationship? (Despite 
your discomfort with the other’s probable emotional “blowback” to your actions.)  
 
You can lower your hands when you have finished meditating. 
 

Step 5: Return to challenge memory holding your wise perspective (approx. 1 
minute) 
 
While still holding your thoughts about future welfare in your mind, return to the image of the challenge 
memory.  Look at the emotional face of the other person and hear the tone of voice. However, hold the 
perspective of future welfare in your mind as you hear and see the other. Notice how the feelings in your 
body are different from those you felt when you started the exercise. 
 
 

Discussion 
 

Compulsive Empathy 
 

In Western culture, empathy is often regarded positively. Empathy can improve the perceived 
significance of shared experiences. Neuroscientists believe our mirror neuron system helps share 
emotional experiences.  Seeing delight in our partner's face and eyes can enhance the significance of any 
shared experience.  It is one of the big benefits of a working relationship. Mirror neuron systems 
contribute to our ability to perceive meaning in our lives. But what happens when our partner is annoyed 
and expresses intense disapproval? The shrill tone of voice and a hostile facial expression can send a 
shock through our nervous system.  That shock is a painful shame response. Shame can be more 
troubling than physical pain. Some people commit suicide to escape it.   It’s not only disapproval that can 
cause this kind of discomfort. Sometimes it’s just another person’s painful emotions. 
 
 Consider this vignette: A mother is taking her child to get a polio vaccination. As they approach the 
doctor’s office the child starts wailing. “I don’t want a shot. It’ll hurt! Please, mommy, please ! I don’t 
want to hurt!”  The mother feels anguish and caves. “Don’t cry. It will be OK. You don’t have to get a shot.  
We’ll just go have some pizza and ice cream. You’ll feel better.”  The mother is overwhelmed with feeling 



 

 

the child’s emotional distress.  She is preoccupied with his feelings and is momentarily less concerned 
about his future welfare.  We can call this “compulsive empathy.”  When individuals prioritize immediate 
emotional relief over long-term welfare, negative outcomes can occur.  In the scenario described above, 
the child is at risk of contracting polio. 
 

People create automatic defenses to avoid getting stuck in their partner's uncomfortable 
emotions.  Some people lie to avoid disapproval.  Some rage.  Others freeze or subjugate themselves. The 
fear of compulsive empathy lies at the heart of these dysfunctional defenses. The subconscious seeks 
escape to avoid being overwhelmed by another person’s emotions.  Internal boundary training offers an 
adaptive alternative to dysfunctional defenses because it trains the subconscious to shift attention to 
future welfare instead of compulsive empathy. This subconscious shift is deeper than cognitive thinking.  
It involves a shift in perspective about what is most important.  In psychophysiological research, 
perspective is called “context.” It steers conscious thought. Developing an intuitive sense of 
responsibility for future well-being can help you remain unaffected by your partner's emotions. You won’t 
be trapped in compulsive empathy.  Your boundary will be internal. This doesn’t mean that you won’t 
care.  It just means that your caring will be more compassionate and less empathic. There’s a difference.  
Empathy involves being in the other person’s shoes and feeling their feelings.  Compassion involves 
caring about the other person but remaining in your own contextual frame. That frame involves caring 
more about your mutual welfare than about the other person’s momentary feelings. You have your own 
autonomous perspective to focus on constructive solutions. We can call this shift of perspective an 
“autonomy shift.”  
 

Autonomy Shift 
 
 When we experience fear there is a structure in our brain that’s like an alarm box.  It’s called the 
amygdala.  When the amygdala activates it triggers a response in what is known as the HPA axis 
(hypothalamus, pituitary, adrenal).  This is our stress response. At the same time, our brain shifts 
metabolism to areas responsible for quick action.  What’s important is that it also draws metabolism 
OUT of regions that are responsible for careful consideration.  Think of it to be similar to a computer 
changing from 10 gigabytes to 14 K of memory to run a program.  Your brain no longer has the horsepower 
to run a complex program. It can’t consider what principles need to be protected for your future 
relationship. 
 
 Internal boundary training is a procedure to prevent stupidity when you become frightened or 
ashamed.  It does this by training a quick escape from being enmeshed with your partner’s mind.  During 
an autonomy shift, the brain shifts to a wiser model of psychological context. This is difficult because it 
must be fast and subconscious.  This is why repetitive training is necessary.  The shift needs to 
automatically occur before the HPA axis makes you dumb. 
 
 During an autonomy shift the brain increases wisdom along 3 dimensions.  The first dimension is 
about time.  The future becomes a concern. It’s no longer just about the present.  The second dimension 
is about who. It’s no longer just about you. If you’re codependent it’s no longer just about the other 
person.  The concern is for you, your partner and your relationship.  The third dimension is about 
meaning. It’s no longer about just about an impulse to get relief. The brain becomes concerned about 
self-transcendent values such as truth, responsibility and non-violence.  This increase in wisdom during 
an autonomy shift can be illustrated as follows. 



 

 

 
 

 It is not obvious how a shift of attention to self-transcendent values can protect against shame.  
But there is evidence of how this strategy can be effective. Millions of people have used a similar strategy 
to defend against addictive impulses.  People in twelve step programs use a rigorous training regimen to 
strengthen their love of honesty, responsibility and involvement with others.  All the steps are like work-
out stations that burn in those values. The result is that the subconscious then has the strength to resist 
the addicted part of the mind.  Internal boundary training parallels this twelve-step strategy.  However, the 
principles that protect a relationship are slightly different.   
 

Protective Relationship Principles 
 
 There are five principles that can protect an intimate relationship. Violating these principles will 
usually cause emotional damage in the form of shame.  This shame can subconsciously accumulate over 
the years and kill your relationship.  Almost everyone has heard someone else say they feel “numb” or 
“suffocating” in their relationship. “I don’t know what I want….I don’t know who I am anymore!”  These are 
the words of someone who is suffering from relationship depersonalization.  Their accumulated shame is 
strong enough to smother their self-identity.  It is a good idea to train yourself to be super protective of the 
following five principles so that this doesn’t happen: 
 

1) Inviolacy of Boundaries  
Boundary violation is a huge category of possible ways that shame gets injected into the subconscious of a 
partner.  These include: 
 
Physical violence – Hitting, slapping, blocking, etc. 
Threats of physical violence 
Emotional violence – Sarcasm, ridicule, name-calling, eye-rolling, other expressions of contempt 
Commands – Commands convey the message that the other is inferior and not deserving of choice. 
Objectifying – Telling someone what they think or feel without asking 
Interrupting a partner’s speech – Conveys your thoughts are more important 
Pacing violations – Insisting that a partner does something on your schedule (e.g. “right now”) 
 



 

 

 
 

2) Honesty 
What you say is the truth, either external truth or internal truth (authenticity). This should not be confused with 
openness.  If a partner keeps something private, then that’s not dishonesty. 
 

3) Fidelity 
This involves keeping commitments to do what was promised or agreed upon.  When we fail because of faulty 
memory, it involves due diligence to come up with a plan of correction. 
 

4) Accountability 
This is about openness to objective information.  If you make a commitment, then it’s your willingness to let a 
partner see what you’ve done.  If your partner wants to discuss something, then you agree to a time and place.  You 
don’t stonewall.  If your partner wants objective information to resolve a conflict, then you agree to it.  You don’t 
use will against will.   
 

5) Equity 
Relationship equity involves symbols of equal deservingness in a relationship. It’s especially important to equalize 
the power to make changes in the common domain.  One person shouldn’t make a unilateral decision over the 
other’s objection in the common domain. For example, the husband doesn’t hang a moose head in the living room 
without the wife’s consent.  The wife doesn’t paint the kitchen pink with daily decals without the husband’s 
consent.  Neither can move retirement assets into pork belly futures without the other’s consent.  Equalizing 
discretionary time, turn-taking in choosing vacations are other examples of maintaining equity. 
 

Reverse Ideo-Motor Priming and Disenmeshment 
 
 The internal boundary training protocol uses an unusual combination of verbal syntax and body 
movement.  The body movement relates to a phenomenon known as an “ideomotor effect.” This effect 
occurs when thoughts subconsciously influence body movement.  Research has also shown the 
connection to work in reverse.  Body posture or facial expression can affect the mind. In one study, 
subjects holding a pencil sideways in their mouth rated cartoons funnier than subjects holding the pencil 
straight in.  The muscles used for smiling were activated in the first group. Those muscles influenced the 
mental experience of humor. In another study, subjects who were told to frown chose a more 
sophisticated strategy to tackle a problem than subjects who were told to puff out their cheeks.  
 

Reverse ideo-motor priming can be used for a therapeutic benefit.  Internal boundary training 
encourages shifting attention from others towards personal responsibility, promoting healthier conflict 
resolution and self-control. The small pushing movements are very effective for suggesting movement 
away.  They are designed to subconsciously suggest a break with the internal mirror neuron system that 
models the other person’s mind. The current author has no proof that this is happening on a 
psychophysiological level.  However, many trained clients who have faced disapproval will 
enthusiastically report back how they associate a sense of this movement along with relief. 
 
 Internal boundary training also involves self-hypnotic priming via strategic syntax.  Verbalizing “Go 
ahead and be angry with me” is paired with reverse ideo-motor priming.  It primes the mind to shift away 
from trying to control the other person’s mind. A good term for this shift is called “disenmeshment.”  This 
quick disenmeshment effect frees the mind to shift attention to another more sophisticated perspective.  



 

 

Expressing permission to another has the effect of giving permission to one’s own subconscious to let go.  
Psychophysiological research has already established that there is a known distributed system in the 
brain for breaking attention away from a fixation.  This attentional break is the first step of practicing 
disenmeshment.  However, a person is not stable until the mind is safely attached to a more important 
responsibility.  This is why the protocol involves a crucial meditative phase. 
 

Meditation on Future Welfare 
 
 There is a tendency for clients to over-emphasize the importance of shifting attention with the 
reverse ideo-motor movements.  They tend to under-emphasize the importance of the protocol’s 
meditation step.  This might be because the latter step is not as dramatic.  However, the meditation step 
is crucial because it trains the subconscious to prioritize what is most important.  There is an emotional 
dimension in wisdom that is deeper than cognition.  It takes a lot of repetition until wisdom becomes 
intuitive. For this reason, the protocol’s meditation step should not be shortened. 
 
The following questions are offered to help stimulate your thinking during the meditative phase of the 
exercise: 

• What principles are being violated that may be setting a bad precedent for the future? 
• Can you both let the disagreement stand without resolving it? 
• What principles need to “govern” your current conflict and your own conduct? 
• What principles are you tempted to violate yourself just for the immediate satisfaction of feeling 

strong or important? 
• Is there a dimension of what the other person is saying that you can affirm while refusing to adopt 

their attitude about you? 
• Is the other person capable of considering anything other than their opinion in their current 

emotional state? 
• What would be the future consequences for the relationship and for your self-respect if you act 

impulsively for immediate satisfaction? 
• What is the likely outcome if you both continue the conflict in your current emotional states? 
• How do you want to view yourself and your conduct long after the conflict is over? Do you want to 

feel loyal to certain principles that you love? 
• What future injuries/benefits are more important to consider than currently “winning” or “losing” 

in the conflict? 
• Can you feel loyal to the future relationship even if you hate your partner in the moment? 
• What are some immediate actions that might prevent future damage to the relationship? 
• Can you express your disagreement in a way that’s unlikely to further escalate the conflict? 
• What do you really fear in the current situation? 

 

In Conclusion 
 
 This protocol is admittedly “outside the box.” But if you think about it, it’s somewhat like what we 
do to train marines.  We train them under live fire to create a fear state. Performance must be trained in 
the same emotional state in which the behavior will be needed. This creates an obstacle because who 
wants to get up in the morning and face self-induced fear? Those of us who do physical exercise or 



 

 

physical therapy know this dilemma all too well.  “No pain, no gain.”  Hopefully, you will be able to endure 
this discomfort at least 30 to 40 times to retrain a dysfunctional reaction that threatens your relationships 
and self-esteem. 


