
Unenforceable 
Rules

Did you ever try to get a squirrel to eat an acorn 
with a knife and fork? 
Probably not. You haven’t tried to enforce an unenforceable rule of behavior 
on the squirrel. So you probably haven’t gone around feeling resentful 
toward squirrels with bad table manners, RIGHT? Why? Because no one 
can enforce table manners on a squirrel. 

With people, it is often more difficult to tell the difference between what 
we have the power to influence and what we don’t. And, if we are not clear 
about the limitations of our power, we expect the impossible from ourselves. 
The result is exasperation, helplessness and resentment. 

A common source of personal power leakage is in trying to enforce 
our standards, and our rules, on other people. We may, consciously or 
unconsciously, expect others to live by our own rules and standards. 

An example of trying to enforce an unenforceable rule is when we expect 
a chronically late person to be on time when meeting us. Another example is 
expecting a messy person to straighten up their office for our visits. In each 
case, the other person chooses how to live their life and we have no - or very 
little - ability to make them follow our rules for timeliness or cleanliness.

Common unenforceable rules include the following: 
People have to tell me the truth. They have to be fair to me. My parents have 
to stop criticizing me. Other people shouldn’t judge me. Life has to be easy. 
My partner has to give me an anniversary card. She has to care for me the way 
I want to be cared for.

We have several choices when we are constantly distressed by another’s 
actions or inactions. One of the choices is, of course, to have no further 
interaction with that person. Another, is to communicate calmly and clearly 
your distress and to ask for a behavior change. When all else has failed, and 
you don’t want to leave the relationship or keep harping on your request, 
adjusting your expectations is necessary, honestly, the only way to go.


