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Setting better boundaries
starts with your diary

When your schedule is packed but you still feel behind, something isn’t working. Most people
think better time management means cramming more into the day. But often, the real issue isn’t
the number of hours you have. It’s what you’re using them for and what that constant pressure
is doing to your health.

Many of us are running on empty because we've given away our time without thinking. We say
yes to every invite, squeeze in back-to-back meetings, and leave no space for proper rest. The
result? We feel like we’re constantly reacting instead of getting through what matters. And our
bodies are paying the price.

It’s not just tiring, it’s unsustainable. When you’re always “on,” your stress hormones stay
elevated, your sleep quality suffers, and your immune system weakens. You might notice you're
getting sick more often, feeling anxious even during downtime, or finding it hard to concentrate
even when you do have a moment to focus.

Whether you’re a busy parent juggling work and family, a team leader managing multiple
projects, or someone working shifts while studying, protecting your time means protecting your
energy, your health, and your ability to show up for the people and things that matter most.
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The hidden health cost of poor boundaries

It’s important to understand what'’s really at stake when you consistently overcommit and under
protect your time. Poor boundaries aren’t just inconvenient they create a cascade of physical
and mental health effects that can impact every area of your life.

How chronic overcommitment affects your stress response

When you’re constantly rushing from one commitment to the next with no buffer time, your
body stays in a heightened state of alert. Your sympathetic nervous system, the part responsible
for your "“fight or flight” response, remains activated throughout the day.

This means your cortisol levels stay elevated, your heart rate remains higher than it should be
during rest periods, and your body never gets the signal that it’s safe to relax and recover. Over
time, this chronic activation leads to what researchers call “allostatic load”, the wear and tear
on your body from chronic stress.

You might notice this showing up as difficulty falling asleep even when you’re exhausted, feeling
wired and tired at the same time, getting sick more frequently, or experiencing digestive issues
that seem to come from nowhere.

The impact on sleep and recovery:

Poor boundaries don't just affect your waking
hours, they follow you into sleep. When your
days are packed with no transition time
between activities, your brain struggles to shift
from “doing” mode to “resting” mode.

You might find yourself lying in bed mentally
reviewing the day’s events, planning tomorrow’s
tasks, or feeling anxious about everything you
didn’t get done. This mental activity keeps your
nervous system activated when it should be
winding down for restorative sleep.

Quality sleep is when your body repairs tissues,
consolidates memories, and resets your stress
response system. Without adequate recovery
time, you wake up feeling unrefreshed and start
the next day already depleted.




Physical symptoms of boundary-related stress:

Many people don't realise that their physical symptoms are connected to their scheduling and
boundary habits. Chronic overcommitment can manifest as:

Tension headaches from constantly being “on” and never fully relaxing. Jaw clenching or teeth
grinding, especially at night, as your body holds stress even during sleep. Digestive issues, since
stress diverts energy away from digestion and can disrupt the gut microbiome.

Frequent minor illnesses, as chronic stress suppresses immune function. Muscle tension,
particularly in the neck, shoulders, and back, from physical stress and poor posture during
rushed activities.

Either losing interest in food when stressed or craving high-sugar, high-fat foods for quick
energy and comfort.

The mental and emotional toll:

Beyond physical symptoms, poor
boundaries take a significant toll on your
mental health and emotional wellbeing.
When you're constantly overcommitted,
you’re more likely to experience:

Increased anxiety, not just about specific
tasks but a general sense of unease or worry
that’s hard to shake. Irritability and short
temper, especially with the people closest
to you, because you're operating from a
depleted state.

Difficulty concentrating, as your brain
struggles to focus when it’s constantly
anticipating the next demand or
commitment. Feeling emotionally numb or
disconnected, as chronic stress can dampen
your ability to experience positive emotions.

A sense of resentment toward your
commitments, even ones you initially chose,
because you feel trapped by your schedule
rather than in control of it.
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Look at your week as it really is. Not as you wish it were.

Before you can improve your boundaries, you need to understand where they’re currently failing
you. This isn’t about judgment or criticism, it’s about gathering data so you can make informed
changes that address your specific challenges.

Most people have a vague sense that they’re “too busy,” but they haven’t looked closely at the
patterns that create that feeling. Taking an honest inventory of your time reveals where your
energy is going and where you might be able to make strategic changes.

Conducting a realistic time audit

For the next week, track not just what’s in your official calendar, but how you
actually spend your time. Include the hidden time costs that don’'t appear in your
diary but consume significant mental and physical energy.

Scheduled commitments: Work meetings, appointments, social events,
childcare responsibilities, commuting time, and any other fixed commitments.

Transition time: How long does it take you to get from one place to another?

@ How much time do you need between meetings to mentally switch gears?
Most people underestimate these transitions, leading to a constant feeling of
being behind.

Administrative tasks: Responding to emails, planning meals, managing
@ household tasks, dealing with unexpected issues that arise. These often
take much longer than anticipated and rarely appear in calendars.




Mental load activities: Time spent thinking about, planning for, or worrying
about upcoming commitments. This invisible labour can be exhausting even
when you’re not actively doing anything.

Recovery time: How much time do you need to decompress after
demanding activities? Some people need 30 minutes of quiet time after
social events, while others need an hour of buffer time after difficult
meetings.

Identifying your energy patterns throughout the day: Not all hours are created
equal when it comes to your energy and capacity. Understanding your natural
rhythms helps you make better decisions about when to schedule demanding
activities and when to protect time for rest.

Energy peaks: When do you feel most alert, creative, and capable of handling
complex tasks?e For many people, this is mid-morning, but individual patterns
vary significantly.

Energy dips: When do you naturally feel less focused or more tired2 Common
times include mid-afternoon and early evening, but stress and poor
boundaries can create additional low-energy periods.

Recovery needs: After which types of activities do you feel most drained?
Social interactions, decision-making, creative work, and conflict resolution all
have different energy costs for different people.

Optimal conditions: What environmental and scheduling factors help
you feel most energised and productive?2 Some people work better with
background noise, others need complete quiet. Some prefer morning
meetings, others function better in the afternoon.

Recognising the signs of boundary failure: Certain patterns in your schedule
and energy levels indicate that your current boundaries aren’t serving your
health and wellbeing.

The packed schedule with no buffer time: Your calendar shows back-to-back
commitments with no space for transitions, unexpected delays, or basic human
needs like eating or using the bathroom.



The never-ending workday: Your work commitments bleed into evenings and
weekends, not because of occasional deadlines, but as a regular pattern. You
find yourself checking emails during family time or thinking about work problems
during leisure activities.

The guilt-driven yes: You regularly agree to commitments not because you
want to or have capacity, but because you feel guilty saying no or worry about
disappointing others.

The crisis management cycle: You're constantly dealing with urgent issues
because you haven’t had time to address problems before they become
crises. Your schedule is reactive rather than proactive.

The exhaustion that rest doesn’t fix: You feel tired even after sleeping,
overwhelmed even during supposedly relaxing activities, or unable to enjoy
things you used to find pleasurable.

Different boundary challenges for different life situations

For parents balancing work
and family:

Your boundary challenges might include
difficulty saying no to school events

or extra-curricular activities, feeling
guilty about taking time for yourself, or
struggling to maintain work boundaries
when children’s needs are unpredictable.

You might notice that you're always
available for everyone else’s needs but
have no protected time for your own
rest or interests. Your schedule might be
technically manageable but emotionally
exhausting because it leaves no space
for spontaneity or downtime.
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For people in demanding careers:

Your challenges might include
pressure to be constantly available,
difficulty delegating or saying no to
additional projects, or feeling like
taking breaks or vacation time will hurt
your career prospects.

You might find that your work identity
has become so central that you feel
guilty or anxious when you’re not being
productive, making it difficult to truly
relax even during designated rest time.

For caregivers of elderly or
disabled family members:

Your boundary challenges
might include feeling like you
can't plan because needs are
unpredictable, struggling with
guilt when you take time for
yourself, or feeling isolated
because your schedule
doesn’t allow for regular social
connections.

You might notice that you're
constantly in “emergency mode,”
making it difficult to maintain
routines or commitments that
support your own wellbeing.
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Protect your transition time like it’s medicine. Because it is.

Once you've identified the gaps in your schedule, the next step is treating them as sacred
rather than optional. These moments between activities aren’t “empty time” to be filled.
They’re essential for your nervous system to reset and your brain to process what just
happened before moving on to the next demand.

Your nervous system needs time to shift between different types of activities and energy
states. When you go directly from a stressful meeting to a creative task to a social
interaction without any buffer, your body stays in a heightened state of activation that’s
exhausting to maintain.

Think of transition time as allowing your internal systems to recalibrate. Just as your eyes
need time to adjust when moving from bright sunlight to a dark room, your nervous system
needs time to adjust between different types of demands and environments.

Without adequate transition time, you’re essentially asking your body to run a marathon
while constantly changing direction. Technically possible, but unnecessarily exhausting and
ultimately unsustainable.




Ways to protect and use transition time

The 15-minute rule:

Build 15 minutes of buffer time around

any commitment that requires significant
mental or emotional energy. This might
mean scheduling a meeting to end at 2:45
instead of 3:00 if your next commitment
starts at 3:00.

The energy-based transition:

After particularly draining activities,
schedule lighter tasks or genuine break
time. Don't follow a difficult conversation
with a complex project, or a high-energy
social event with another demanding
commitment.

Making transition time visible and
protected:

One reason transition time gets squeezed
out is that it’s invisible in most scheduling
systems. When you look at your calendar
and see “empty” time, it's tempting to fill it
with additional commitments.

Communicate your transition needs:

To people who regularly schedule time
with you. Let them know that you prefer
15-minute buffers between meetings, or
that you’re not available for calls during
your commute time.

The location-based buffer:

If you're traveling between commitments,
add extra time beyond what GPS suggests.
Traffic, parking, and simply walking from
one place to another often take longer than
anticipated, and rushing between locations
adds unnecessary stress.

The mental reset ritual:

Develop simple activities that help you
transition between different types of tasks.
This might be taking five deep breaths,
stepping outside for fresh air, or spending
two minutes organising your workspace.

Block transition time in your
calendar:

Just like any other appointment. Label it
clearly: “Travel time,” “Prep time,” “Buffer,” or
even just “Transition.” This makes it visible
to both you and others who might want to
schedule time with you.

Treat transition time as non-negotiable:

When someone asks to schedule something
during a protected buffer. You wouldn’t cancel
a doctor’s appointment for a non-urgent
meeting. Treat your transition time with the
same respect.



Master the pause: How to stop saying yes before you think

One of the quickest ways to destroy your boundaries is by agreeing to commitments in the
moment, before you’ve had time to consider how they fit into your life and energy budget.
Learning to pause before responding gives you the space to make decisions that align with
your actual capacity rather than your desire to be helpful or avoid conflict.

Most people have been conditioned to respond to requests immediately, especially if they
come from authority figures, family members, or people they want to please. There’s often an
implicit pressure to give an answer right away, and saying “let me think about it” can feel rude
or unhelpful.

But immediate responses are usually based on how you feel in the moment rather than a
realistic assessment of your capacity. You might feel energetic and capable on Tuesday
morning and agree to something for Friday afternoon, not accounting for how you’ll feel after a
full week of commitments.

Practical scripts for buying time

Having specific phrases ready makes it easier to pause when you’re caught off guard by a
request. Practice these until they feel natural:

For work requests:

“Let me check my current projects and get back to you by [specific time].”

“I want to make sure | can give this the attention it deserves can | confirm by tomorrow
morning?@”

“Let me review my capacity and let you know this afternoon.”

For social invitations:

“That sounds lovely. Let me check my calendar and get back to you.”

“I want to make sure | can be fully present, can | confirm by [specific day]2”
“Let me see how that fits with everything else | have going on.”

For family or personal requests:

“I want to help. Let me think about the best way to make that work.”
“Let me check what else | have that week and get back to you.”
“That’s important to me. Let me figure out how to fit it in properly.”

For urgent-seeming requests:

“l understand this feels urgent. Help me understand the actual deadline so | can see how to
prioritise this.”

“Let me see what | can move around and get back to you within the hour.”



Using the pause effectively:

The pause is only helpful if you use it to make a genuine assessment rather than just delaying an
inevitable yes. During your pause time, consider:

Your energy budget: How much mental, physical, and emotional energy do you have
available? What other demands will be competing for that energy?

Your current commitments: What else do you have scheduled around that time?2 What
preparation or follow-up will be required? How will this new commitment affect your ability
to fulfil existing ones?

Your values and priorities: Does this request align with what’s most important to you right
now? Is it something you genuinely want to do, or are you considering it for other reasons?

The true cost: What will you need to give up or compromise to accommodate this request?
Is that trade-off worth it2

Your recovery needs: Will you have adequate time to rest and recharge before and after this
commitment? How will it affect your overall wellbeing?

When the answer is no:

Having taken time to consider a request, you might determine that the answer is no.
This can feel difficult, especially if you want to help or if the person making the request is
important to you.

Be direct and kind:

“I've thought about it, and | don’t have the capacity to take this on right now.”
“After looking at my schedule, | won’t be able to commit to this properly.”

“I'd love to help, but | can’t do this justice given my current commitments.”

Don’t over-explain:

You don’t need to justify your decision with a detailed explanation of your schedule
or circumstances. A simple, honest response is sufficient and more respectful than a
lengthy justification.

Offer alternatives when appropriate:
If you want to help but can't meet the specific request, you might suggest a different
way to contribute, a different timeline, or someone else who might be able to help.

Stay firm:

If someone pushes back on your no, resist the urge to immediately change your answer.
You can acknowledge their disappointment while maintaining your boundary:

“l understand this is disappointing, and | wish | could help in this way right now.”



® ® HEALTH
e e HE

Plan your week with intention,
not just reaction.

Many of us approach our schedules reactively,
looking at what’s already committed and
trying to fit everything else around it. But this
approach often leaves you feeling like your
time is controlled by external demands rather
than your own priorities and needs.

Intentional planning means blocking time for
your priorities before your schedule fills up
with other people’s requests. It’s about being
proactive rather than reactive and ensuring
that your most important commitments,
including rest and self-care, are protected.

» 4

Building a weekly planning routine that works

Effective weekly planning doesn’t require hours of detailed scheduling. It’s about making
conscious decisions about your priorities and protecting time for what matters most.

Choose a consistent planning time: Many people find Sunday evening or Monday morning
works well for weekly planning. The key is consistency making this a regular practice rather than
something you do only when you feel overwhelmed.

Start with non-negotiables: Block time for sleep, meals, exercise, and any other activities that
are essential for your health and wellbeing. These should go in your calendar first, before any
other commitments.

Identify your top priorities: What are the 2-3 most important things you need to accomplish this
week? Block focused time for these priorities when your energy is highest.

Plan for the unexpected: Leave some unscheduled time each day for unexpected issues, delays,
or opportunities. This prevents your entire schedule from derailing when something doesn’t go
according to plan.

Consider your energy patterns: Schedule demanding tasks during your high-energy times and
lighter activities during natural low-energy periods.
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Redefine rest as a necessity,
not a luxury

Perhaps the most important boundary to
establish is around rest and recovery time.

In a culture that often equates busyness with
importance and rest with laziness, it can be
challenging to prioritise downtime. But rest
isn't something you earn after completing
everything else. It's a fundamental requirement
for sustained health and productivity.

Understanding different types of rest

Not all rest is the same, and different types of activities restore different aspects of your energy

and wellbeing.

Physical rest: This includes sleep, but also
activities that allow your body to recover from
physical demands. Gentle stretching, taking

a bath, or simply lying down can provide
physical restoration.

Mental rest: Activities that give your brain a
break from problem-solving, decision-making,
and information processing. This might
include meditation, listening to music, or
engaging in simple, repetitive activities.

Emotional rest: Time spent with people who
support and accept you without requiring you
to perform or manage their emotions. This
might mean spending time with close friends,
family members, or even pets.

Sensory rest: Reducing stimulation from lights,
sounds, screens, and other sensory inputs. This
is particularly important if you spend most of
your day in stimulating environments.

Creative rest: Engaging with beauty, nature,
or creative expression without the pressure to
produce anything. This might include visiting
art galleries, spending time in nature, or
engaging in creative hobbies.

Social rest: For introverts, this means time
alone to recharge. For extroverts, it might
mean engaging in energising social activities.
Understanding your social energy needs is
crucial for effective rest.

Spiritual rest: Connecting with something
larger than yourself, whether through religious
practice, meditation, time in nature, or other
activities that provide a sense of meaning and
perspective.
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Building rest into your routine without qguilt

Many people struggle with guilt around rest, feeling like they should always be productive or
that taking breaks is selfish. Reframing rest as essential maintenance rather than optional luxury

can help overcome these feelings.

Schedule rest like any other important
appointment:

Put rest time in your calendar and
treat it as seriously as you would a
work meeting or medical appointment.

<3

Practice saying no to preserve rest time:

When someone asks you to do something

during your planned rest time, remember that
protecting this time is protecting your health and
your ability to show up for other commitments.

Boundaries aren’t selfish.
They’re essential for
sustainable wellbeing.

Setting boundaries around your time

and energy isn't about being difficult or
uncooperative. It's about recognising that
you have limits, just like everyone else, and
that respecting those limits allows you to
be more present, more effective, and more
supportive in the long run.

When you consistently overcommit and
under protect your time, you’re not just
hurting yourself. You're also compromising
your ability to show up fully for the people
and commitments that matter most to you.
You're more likely to be distracted, irritable, or
exhausted when you do engage with others.
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The ripple effects of good boundaries

When you establish healthy boundaries around your time and energy, the benefits extend far
beyond your own wellbeing.

Improved relationships: When you’re not constantly overwhelmed, you can be more
present and engaged with the people you care about. You’re less likely to be irritable or
distracted during social interactions.

Better work performance: Having adequate rest and transition time actually improves
your productivity and creativity. You make better decisions, have more energy for
challenging tasks, and are less likely to make mistakes due to fatigue.

Modelling healthy behaviour: When you set boundaries, you give others permission to
do the same. This can create a positive cycle where everyone feels more comfortable
protecting their time and energy.

Reduced resentment: When you choose your commitments consciously rather than
feeling obligated to say yes to everything, you’'re more likely to engage with genuine
enthusiasm rather than resentment.

Starting where you are: You don’'t need to overhaul your entire schedule overnight. Start
by identifying one area where your boundaries need strengthening and focus on that. It
might be protecting your lunch break, saying no to one non-essential commitment per

week, or building 15 minutes of buffer time around meetings.

Small changes in how you manage your time and
energy can lead to significant improvements in
how you feel and function. The goal isn’t to create
a perfect schedule, but to create a sustainable
one that supports your health and allows you to
engage with your life from a place of choice rather
than obligation.

-

Remember that setting boundaries is a skill that
improves with practice. Be patient with yourself as
you learn to recognise your limits, communicate
your needs, and make decisions that prioritise
your wellbeing alongside your responsibilities.

Contact HealthHero HealthHero today for more support and advice. We’re with you every step
of the way.




