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This handout provides clear, respectful phrases people in the public sector can use when colleagues or members 
of the public become emotional, disruptive, or behave unprofessionally during public meetings, private 
conversations, or community engagements.  

Boundary setting phrases can be a helpful way to take the temperature down in a situation. Ideally, this 
language will help direct the conversation or interaction to a more productive place and maintain safety for all 
those involved. Keep in mind that not every approach will work for all situations or with all people - boundary 
setting phrases are just one tool of many.1 

Definition 
Boundaries are personal limits we set to protect our wellbeing. When we communicate our boundaries to 
others, it helps them know what behaviors are and are not acceptable to us. 

Considerations 
This handout presents general tips and tools only. Please talk with your organization about any procedural or 
legal considerations when using boundary-setting language.  

• Remember, boundaries are not a tool for changing the behavior of another person. Boundaries are a
way of expressing your needs and expectations, but it does not mean other people will comply.

• People may push back, challenge, or ignore boundaries you set. You may need to restate them.

• If people do not comply with your expectation and continue to escalate, it might be necessary to
remove yourself from the conversation or get help if the situation becomes unsafe.

• Boundaries should be appropriate for your setting and context. They should not be used to avoid
difficult conversations or challenging problems.

• If there is a repeated pattern of problematic behavior your organization or team encounters (for
example, disrespectful phone calls from customers on a regular basis) consider creating a protocol that
can be used by all team members.

Key tips 
• Be respectful, but firm.

• Acknowledge emotions, but don’t tolerate abusive behavior.

• When possible, protect the conversation, don’t shut it down.

• Suggest a reset when the dialogue becomes unproductive.

• Use a calm tone and non-threatening body language. Don’t demonize the other person.

• Practice ahead of time—so you can say them calmly under pressure.

• Use “I” or statements to own your boundary without blaming.

1 This handout presents general tips and tools only. Please talk with your organization about any procedural or legal considerations when 
using boundary-setting language.  
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• Stay neutral in tone—even if the other person isn’t. 

• Repeat calmly if necessary; don’t escalate even if they do. 

Examples of boundary setting phrases  

For overly argumentative or interruptive behavior 
Situation Phrases to Use 

Constant interruptions 
- “I’ll give you time to speak—please allow me to finish as well.” 

- “Let’s make sure we’re not talking over each other.” 

Circular arguments or repeating the 
same points 

- “I believe I’ve heard your concern clearly. Let’s talk about next steps.” 

- “I’m clear that [x] is your main concern. If I am correct, could we 
transition to talking about ways forward?” 

- “To move forward, we need to shift from repeating concerns to 
discussing solutions.” 

Accusatory tone or demands 

- “Let’s talk about this constructively—accusations won’t help us get to 
a solution.” 

- “I understand this is frustrating. Let’s focus on what can be done.” 

 

For inappropriate or off-topic behavior 
Situation Phrases to Use 

Inappropriate jokes or comments 
- “Let’s keep the conversation professional and on-topic.” 

- “That comment isn’t appropriate for this setting.” 

Off-topic rants or tangents 

- “I want to be respectful of everyone’s time. Let’s stay focused on the 
issue at hand.” 

- “I hear your concern, but let’s stick to today’s agenda.” 

Disrupting a group or meeting 
- “We need to maintain order, so everyone has a chance to be heard.” 

- “If the interruptions continue, I’ll have to pause the meeting.” 

 

For angry behavior 
Situation Phrases to Use 

Yelling, name-calling, threatening 
posture 

- “I want to hear what you’re saying, but I can’t do that while you’re 
shouting.” 

- “Let’s keep this respectful—if that continues, I’ll have to end the 
conversation.” 

- “We’re here to listen, not to be shouted at.” 

Personal insults or verbal attacks 

- “This conversation needs to stay focused on the issue, not on personal 
attacks.” 

 “I’m open to feedback, but I won’t continue if it becomes 
disrespectful.” 

Escalating body language or getting 
too close 

- “Please take a step back so we can continue calmly.” 

- “I am willing to keep talking, but I need some personal space.” 

- “This conversation will need to end if we can’t slow down.” 
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De-escalating while holding boundaries 
Phrases:  

• “Let’s take a moment to reset—this conversation is important, and I want us to have it productively.” 

• “I’m committed to listening, but we need to speak to each other with mutual respect.” 

• “We’re all here because we care—let’s not let emotion override our shared goals.” 

When you need to pause or exit the interaction 
Phrases:  

• “It seems things are getting too heated. Let’s take a break and continue when things are calmer.” 

• “I’m going to step away for now. I’m happy to return when we can talk respectfully.” 

• “This meeting will continue when we can ensure a safe and respectful environment for all.” 

Phrases that work for you 
What boundary setting phrases work for you? Add your own here and describe when you might use them.  

Situation Phrases to Use 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Reflection questions 
1. In what situations do you feel the need to set boundaries? Which of the phrases above would be 

helpful? 
 
 
 

2. When do you find it hardest to set boundaries? What makes it hard in those situations?  
 
 
 

3. Do you think boundaries could be used in ways that are unhelpful? What would that look like?  
 
 
 

4. Boundary setting phrases are just one tool in the toolbox for addressing conflict. What other tools do 
you use?  


