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What Setting Boundaries at Work in Childcare Really Means

Many childcare professionals confuse boundaries with coldness. They think that saying no, or

keeping work and home life separate, somehow signals that they don't care enough. That's not

true.

A boundary is a clear line between what you will and won't take on. It protects your energy, your

time, and your mental health - which, in turn, protects the quality of care you give to children.

Setting limits isn't about doing less. It's about doing your job sustainably, without running yourself

into the ground.

In practice, a healthy boundary might look like:

• Saying no to covering a shift at short notice when you already have commitments

• Not replying to parent messages on your phone after your working day ends

• Asking your manager for a proper handover rather than walking into a room without context

• Removing yourself from a conversation with a parent that has become aggressive or

disrespectful

• Declining to take on additional responsibilities without a conversation about your workload

None of these makes you a difficult member of staff. They're signs of a practitioner who takes their

role seriously enough to protect it.

Setting boundaries at work in childcare can feel uncomfortable, especially when you genuinely love

what you do. But the practitioners who last in this sector, and do their best work, are the ones who

know their limits.

Without clear limits, it's easy to end up covering every extra shift, answering parent messages at 11

pm, and arriving home too exhausted to enjoy your evenings. That pattern doesn't just wear you

down; it affects your practice, your team, and ultimately the children you care for.

This guide walks you through what healthy boundaries look like in childcare, why they're so hard to

maintain, and how you can put them in place - with colleagues, managers, and the families you

support. You'll also find practical advice on protecting your own time and well-being once you leave

the setting at the end of the day.

Introduction

Practical advice for every childcare professional on how to protect your well-being, hold

your limits, and keep doing the work you love - without burning out.
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Why Childcare Practitioners Find It Hard to Say No

How to Set Boundaries with Colleagues

Start with the small things. If a colleague regularly asks you to cover for them, passes tasks your way at the

end of a shift, or vents in a way that leaves you drained, you don't need a big confrontation. A calm, clear

response is usually enough.

Try saying:

• "I can't take on anything extra today - I've got a full afternoon ahead."

• "I'd love to help, but I'm not able to commit to that shift."

• "I need to check in with the manager before I agree to that."

These phrases are direct without being aggressive. Consistent responses like these, repeated calmly over

time, change the pattern.

If a colleague's behaviour becomes persistent or escalates, speak to your room leader or manager - you're

entitled to a working environment that doesn't depend on you saying yes to everything.

Childcare attracts people who care. That's its greatest strength and, sometimes, its biggest challenge.

When your work involves young children and anxious families, saying no feels selfish. The culture in many

settings quietly rewards those who stay late, take on extra tasks, and never complain. Over time, that

becomes the norm - and anyone who pushes back can feel like they're letting the side down.

There's also the keyperson relationship to consider. When a particular child or family relies on you, it can

feel impossible to say, "that's not my job right now"; the emotional weight of caring for children doesn't

simply switch off when your shift ends.

Add to this the fact that many childcare settings are understaffed and under pressure, and it becomes

clear why practitioners find setting boundaries at work in childcare so difficult.

But here's the reality: practitioners who can't maintain limits don't stay in the sector. Staff turnover in early

years is between 16% and 24%, one of the highest of any profession in England. Looking after your own

well-being is not an indulgence - it's how you stay in the job.

Key point:

You can't pour from an empty cup. The best thing you can do for the children in your care is to make

sure you're well enough to keep showing up for them - and that starts with knowing your limits.
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How to Set Boundaries with Parents and Families

Parents rely on you, and that trust is precious. But trust doesn't mean round-the-clock availability.

Your setting should have a clear communication policy that tells families when and how to contact staff.

If one doesn't exist, raise it with your manager. A shared policy protects you and every member of the

team - and gives you something to point to when a limit is challenged.

If parents contact you directly outside working hours, you have options:

Don't respond to out-of-hours messages until you're back on shift. A brief acknowledgement works

well: "Thanks for your message - I'll pick this up when I'm back tomorrow."

Redirect urgent concerns to the setting's main contact number.

If a parent becomes persistent or inappropriate, report it to your manager rather than managing it

alone.

 You are not responsible for being available 24 hours a day. That's not what the keyperson approach

requires, and it's not what Ofsted expects either.

Remember

"I can't do that" is a complete sentence. You don't need to justify a boundary to make it valid.

Dealing with Passive Pressure

Not all pressure is obvious. Some comes in the form of

sighs, loaded comments, or the assumption that you'll

"just pick it up" because you always have. If you've been

the person who always says yes, changing that pattern

will feel awkward at first - for you and for your

colleagues. Stick with it. A few uncomfortable moments

now are far better than months of resentment later.

Managing Difficult Conversations with Families

Sometimes a parent wants to talk, and the timing isn't right. It's fine to say: "I really want to give this

conversation the time it deserves. Can we arrange a meeting this week when I can sit down with you

properly?" That's not brushing someone off - it's taking their concern seriously enough to give it proper

attention.
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IMPORTANT

Your well-being isn't a luxury - it's a safeguarding issue. A practitioner who is exhausted and

stretched too thin is not in the best position to notice when a child needs help.

The hardest boundary in childcare is the one between work and the rest of your life. It’s common to go

home and think about a child who had a difficult day or replay a tense conversation with a parent. You

check your work messages at 9 pm "just to make sure". These habits are understandable - but they have

a cost. Setting boundaries at work in childcare has to include protecting what happens after your shift

ends.

Here are 5 things that help:

1.Create a leaving ritual - something small and consistent that signals to your brain the working day is
over.

2.Keep work apps off your personal phone, or mute notifications outside working hours.

3.Talk to someone you trust. Not to gossip, but to process. A good conversation with a colleague,
friend, or supervisor stops difficult feelings from building up.

4.Take your breaks. Childcare staff skip breaks more than almost any other group of workers. Your
break is part of your contract and your right.

5. Invest in your CPD. The right training builds your confidence, and confidence makes it easier to hold
your ground when you need to.

How Leaders Can Build a Boundary-Friendly Setting



5

How Leaders Can Build a Boundary-Friendly Setting

Boundaries don't come from individuals alone. They come from culture - and culture starts at the top. If

you're a nursery manager or setting owner, the most powerful thing you can do is model healthy limits

yourself. If your team watches you answer emails at midnight, they'll feel guilty for going home on time.

Practical steps for leaders: 

Set a clear communication policy and enforce it consistently

Avoid sending non-urgent messages to staff outside working hours

Give practitioners protected break time and make sure they take it

Build a regular supervision structure, so staff have space to raise concerns and reflect on their practice

Make it safe to say no. When someone tells you they're at capacity, believe them.

A setting where limits are respected has lower staff turnover, fewer sick days, and more consistent care

for children; the business case is as strong as the well-being case.

Setting boundaries at work in childcare is not selfish - it's professional and sustainable

Clear limits protect your energy, your mental health, and the quality of your practice

Start small: consistent, calm responses change patterns over time

Your setting should have a communication policy - if it doesn't, push for one

Protecting your time outside work is part of your job, not separate from it

Leaders who model healthy limits build more resilient teams

Investing in CPD builds the confidence to hold your ground when it matters

WANT TO FEEL MORE CONFIDENT AT WORK?

Parenta offers training and apprenticeship programmes for childcare professionals at

every stage of their career. Whether you want to strengthen your leadership skills, improve

your well-being at work, or progress your qualifications, we have a course that fits. 

Get in touch today

BROWSE ALL TRAINING COURSES

Key Takeaways

https://www.parenta.com/training


Parenta, Stratford House, Waterside Court, Neptune Way,
Medway City Estate, Rochester, Kent, ME2 4NZ

Working together for our children
 0800 002 9242 

www.parenta.com

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup 

Parenta - The Home of Early Years
Growing a setting and a great childcare team shouldn't be hard - Parenta makes it simple. We're the UK's leading

specialist apprenticeship training provider for the early years sector - helping nurseries recruit, train, and retain brilliant

practitioners, 

And it doesn't stop there. From nursery management software, business support that actually makes a difference, and

expert free sector resources, Parenta is the partner your setting didn't know it needed.

EARLY YEARS TRAINING

Qualification only courses: 

Boost your team’s motivation and keep staff for longer by offering

them childcare training – the ideal tool for you to develop and

retain your staff. 

Level 2 Early Years Practitioner

Level 3 Early Years Educator – now with a ‘Fast

Track’ option – 52 weeks + EPA

Level 5 Early Years Lead Practitioner

Book a call with us today and 

discover how we can grow your setting

TRAINING COURSES:

Government Funded: 

L3 SEND Coordinator

L5 Diploma for Senior Early Years Practitioners

FREE RECRUITMENT

Our team of dedicated recruitment experts will help you find a

suitable apprentice - for free. Once found, we will sign them up

and get them started on their childcare course - providing one-to-

one support throughout their training.

NURSERY MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE

– ABACUS ADVANTAGE

Abacus Advantage helps nursery managers and owners

understand their money simply and clearly 

It combines easy-to-use software, covering all aspects of

your nursery business

Practical guidance and hands-on support to show you exactly

where your income comes from, where the pressure builds,

and what to do about it

MARKETING SOLUTIONS

Parenta designs and builds childcare websites that attract

parents, impress Ofsted, and turn visitors into enquiries. 

Websites that work - built by a team that knows childcare

inside out.

Branding that means business - from logos and prospectuses

to newsletters and business cards, we create a look that

makes your setting stand out and stick in people's minds.

Social media made simple - we'll get you set up, show you

what works, and help you build a visible, trusted presence that

keeps your setting front of mind for local families.

Contact our marketing solutions team 

FREE RESOURCES FOR ALL THOSE

WHO WORK IN CHILDCARE

How To Guides
Covering the common challenges you face whilst working

in childcare, both for childcare practitioners and business

owners. 

Free Webinars
Early years experts share their insights, best practices,

and valuable experiences LINK

Parenta Blog
Over 3000 articles covering all things early years, written

by sector experts LINK

Book a free clarity call today Book a free clarity call today 

hello@parenta.com

https://www.facebook.com/TheParentaGroup/
https://www.instagram.com/theparentagroup/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/theparentagroup
https://x.com/TheParentaGroup
tel:08000029242
tel:08000029242
tel:08000029242
http://www.parenta.com/
https://hello.parenta.com/parenta/form/EmailCampaignStaffTraining/formperma/njhYRUz4pKYSyRFkn0mO2F6kKnjkykKboGqSz6Cdhis?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Recruitment&GoogleTag=H2G
https://hello.parenta.com/parenta/form/EmailCampaignStaffTraining/formperma/njhYRUz4pKYSyRFkn0mO2F6kKnjkykKboGqSz6Cdhis?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Recruitment&GoogleTag=H2G
https://hello.parenta.com/parenta/form/EmailCampaignStaffTraining/formperma/njhYRUz4pKYSyRFkn0mO2F6kKnjkykKboGqSz6Cdhis?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Recruitment&GoogleTag=H2G
https://parentaadmin.zohobookings.eu/#/marketing?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Marketing%20Solutions&GoogleTag=H2G
https://parentaadmin.zohobookings.eu/#/marketing?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Marketing%20Solutions&GoogleTag=H2G
https://parentaadmin.zohobookings.eu/#/marketing?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Marketing%20Solutions&GoogleTag=H2G
https://www.parenta.com/handy-guides/
https://www.parenta.com/webinars
https://www.parenta.com/parentablog/
https://www.abacusadvantage.co.uk/clarity-call-booking?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Software%20Solutions&GoogleTag=H2G
https://www.abacusadvantage.co.uk/clarity-call-booking?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Software%20Solutions&GoogleTag=H2G
https://www.abacusadvantage.co.uk/clarity-call-booking?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Software%20Solutions&GoogleTag=H2G
https://www.abacusadvantage.co.uk/clarity-call-booking?OriginalSource=How%20to%20Guide&CampaignName=Software%20Solutions&GoogleTag=H2G
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