
Episode 13 - RTT Series – Setting Firm Limits 
 

This podcast episode explores the crucial role of structure and firm, yet respectful, limit-setting 

in residential care for troubled children. Structures and external boundaries are essential for 

creating order in a group environment, especially when dealing with children facing various 

challenges such as trauma, ADHD, developmental delays, and mental health issues.  

 

A core value in a treatment setting is that respect should not be something earned but freely 

given, as it is a gift that helps build trust and facilitates change in child-clients. 

 

The podcast stresses the need for residential staff to be firm but not harsh when setting limits. A 

lower-pitched tone of voice, neutral body language, and presenting clients with a choice can 

convey firmness without intimidation. The goal is to create an environment where children feel 

safe and can learn and grow. 

 

This can be difficult in part because children may try to recreate familiar, disrespectful 

environments, making it essential for staff to remain emotionally, cognitively, and behaviorally 

centered. Many children have grown up with too much inconsistency and unpredictability.  In 

order for clients to truly feel safe, and to learn how to take responsibility for their own actions 

and choices, it’s essential that staff set consistent and predictable limits.   

 

Various techniques, such as planned persistence and labeling, can be effective for setting limits, 

and can be used to reinforce directives without getting caught up in a control-battle argument.   

 

Some limits, though, are always going to be difficult or tricky when working with a residential 

treatment population.  These include sexualized behaviors and swearing.  However, consistency 

and predictability, along with strategic use of warnings and proportional consequences can be 

used to effectively shape these sorts of behaviors. 

 

In conclusion, the podcast underscores that maintaining firm yet respectful boundaries and 

structures is essential in residential care for troubled children. By doing so, staff can create a safe 

environment that fosters learning and self-regulation, ultimately helping children overcome their 

challenges and develop internal controls over their behavior and language. 


