You can’t 3&\@ on your eyes when your imagination is out of focus.
—Mark Twain

Chapter Seven
% EMOTIONAL TRIANGLES

For ten days, the Simpsons’ adolescent, eldest daughter lay in a
hospital bed with a mysterious infection, her body unresponsive to
intravenous g&?oa@%&o& her parents were having
the worst fight of their life over the amount of time Mr. Simpson
was spending with a female colleague at work. Throughout, he had
steadfastly claimed that he was not romantica v involved with her.
Finally, he admitted that he was having a i

it to the hospital told his daugher tf€ truth, Within for

" M. Smith Went to see a therapist, troubled over an affair that
~~she-had been carrying on since the first year of her five-year-old
marriage but that she now wanted to break off. Why, all of a $nd-
&nnw«mmm\mo&mz%ﬂbo clear reason other than that it was becom-
ing increasingly”d "“Yor her to continue it. A history of the

marriage revealed that six months after their wedding, the husband

entered a moE.-aamm-wlémmwlmm%nro%w. Her affair had started




shortly after that. Two months befk
at. ore Mrs. Smith ¢ [
about her dalliance, her husband had terminated w“mMMwMo:Em&

with his analyst. v onship

2,
0.@0

Mr. Brown had worked his way up to the top of a major corpo-

ration thr { [
racon ! o%mf his EDMOEBOU Sn?mm&\. creativity, and va&\ to
tends, He was known as
someone you could al
make . mec ways 9o to
: one who was always available in time of need a OM m&mmi
or, SO { )
o QmOMmero .mmmgmm to make a specialty of resolving conflict.
we nmmmmn &M; his long-term _ow&&\. he was ?.o.Boﬁmm t OmO.
after taking over this { 1 :
g corporation, which had b {
extended family, he { ici .
, e was given explicit orders b
. ‘ the board of
ees to downsiz ety o
e anﬁm Mrm company lfy 30 percent Within six months. He
rink heavily, lost hiswerve and creative edge, eventually

vmnm.gm mnioc&v\ mﬂuammmmnw at times considered suicide, and b
to display w&@ OtiC symptoms. — =

. e /VQ
%d\f..,m/?orf / &, QC.S/»V
What theserheee i { ‘

Lsh .M.«ka.- -sgories have in common is the manifestation of
emotional triangle: }the in whi W .
: : e manner in which the relati t
ationship bet
any two pecple, or a given indivi { o e
: individual and h I
A aland his or her symptoms, can
beaf Mos of an often unseed third person, &mnosmrmw or MmmCm
wee ; ‘ ws\
‘ n ﬁ em. (Actually, there may be no such thing as .
% son n&msosmrmw.v P
. Emoti [ di
1/Vm : Ms& triangles are the wEEEm blocks of any relationshi
stem. [ he { w : ‘
nw\m X Lm % mwm ._8 sﬂimn&mm. ['hey follow their own universal FSW
ranscending the social scie v
nce construction of 1
mv\m&mmm e . n of reality, and
m to be rooted in the natur [ I “
th : e of protop] 1
7 . : ‘ protoplasm itself. Triangles
fu n vnm%nmmzva irrespective of the gender, class, race n&nwﬁm
r y t

vm&nmaoz:&_ or w&ﬁm&omm_n& profile of the

. wmomwm involved, and also irrespective of the
ing relational context, family or business, th.
. y , the

as a two-person relationshi ind {
onship. kind of business, or the nature or severity of

o

Tem &\m.vﬁc: ‘

the problem. They require a different levelfof inquiry, and they pro-
vide different Q?mmm for what informatigf is important.
As will be elaborated below, no matte who the people are or what

the context, emotional triangles adhere fo the following rules:

s They form out of the discomfort 9f people with one another.

% They function to preserve themselves and, ﬁm?mnm&va oppose
all intentions to change them. Z f et
o5

4 They interlock in a 8&@5@&% mmﬁinﬁsmonnwsm manner. Z 12,2
# They make it difficult for people to modify their thinking and ) Wé&

behavior.
=

@%TQ anmgwnm m%mmma,m mﬂowzowmmmzomﬁnmmo ..OnBomm
focused member. . g

Observing how emotional triangles function is a way of objectify-
ing relationship mHOnmmmmm.HiwbmHmm make emotional processes directly
ovmm?mammmwh the field and demonstrate how relation-
ship systems are self-organizing. And they support the major-principle
of systems thinking that ifis position thther than nature that is the key
to understanding our functidring in any family or work system.

For Teaders, the capacity to nderstand and think in terms of
emotional triangles can be the key to their stress, their health, their

effectiveness, and their relational binds. Almost every issue 0 leader-

mrmw.mb the difficulties that accompany it can be framed in terms of

emotional triangles, including motivation, clarity, &mngm,

resistance to change, imaginative mﬁ&o&ﬁ and a failure of nerve.
A Tatiure OF Be

mgoﬁmosmwﬁnmbmﬂmm m%%mQﬁmb&@O&&émm?n@
on leaders. Their negative aspect-is that mmm\wﬂwmﬁamﬁm mwmwmm\ﬁ‘%a

reduce clarity, distort perceptions, inhibit decisiveness, and transmi
stress. But their positive aspect is that when a leader can begin to think

V\."\\ . . - . a
i terms of emotional triapgles and map out in his or her mind (or

even better, on paper} &mmn&sm, of the family or onmgmNm&oP such
. - e .
i an help explamt all and the
, Peing encoufitered [0 motivation
or learning. This in turn can help the leader ~ Triangles make emotional M’
get unstuck by nrmsmm@lmaoaom& processes  process directly ohservable.

M d\? ; @2%@ %ﬁmﬂ\v\w es




and becoming more objective about what is happening. Embﬁm

triangles is also useful in evaluating th¢Tnaturity of family members
or coworkers. Indeed, the concept of an emotional triangle is so basic
to understanding relationship process and the process of a leader’s
self-differentiation that this entire book could have been cast in its
terms. Triangles are the stuff of emotional process.

That is why the concept of an emotional triangle provides a way
out of gridlock, whether one is a parent or a president, and offers a
concrete altersative to the substance abuse of data. It also provides
a way tolregulate dur sensitwvity so that we do not fall into the trap

_ of empathy VIGst ».Ewm?,mbm. perhaps, the concept of an emotion-
altriangle describes clearly how self-differentiation can be a more
powerful influence on others than Www\ one technique or method for
Eoﬂwm them forward.

o

% TYPES OF EMOTIONAL TRIANGLES

As mentioned, an emotional triangle is any{three members)of any

relationship system or any two members plus an isstie or symptom.

The most common emotional triangles are the following:

N Y

L. Family Triangles

mmocmm\ mmoﬁm\ an

child (natural or adopted), in-law,
third person

relative, boss, friend, paramour, therapist,
minister, mentor, doctor, etc.

Spouse/ spouse/ any issue  either partner’s drinking, eating, smoking,
or symptom distasteful habit, health, job, rovg\. credit

card, inheritance, etc.

Parent/ child/ parent any difference between the parents over
leniency, discipline, protéctiveness,
freedom, i&iac&_.&a éte.

Parent/ child/ any sibling, grandparent, other relative, healer,

third person mentor, piano teacher, soccer coach,

mam:nmmmy scoutmaster, etc.

Parent/ child /habit

laziness, sloppiness, tardiness, cleanliness,
carelessness, RR%OD&E:Q_ lying,
cheating, stealing, etc., and the issue that
encompasses them all: homework

| 2. Workplace Triangles
Issues at Stake

Emotional Triangles

seniority, fairness, allotment o.m resources, space,
employee slots, benefits, Sn.vnWEm mo.nmﬁonw.mﬂ
vno&caiﬁ% hiring and firing policies, profit
sharing, snafus and goof-ups, and management
practices

CEQ/ vice mmm&mmsn\ vice president
CEQ/union/board of trustees

CEQ/ ?.omnm\ his or her health

CEQ/ corporate culture /change

Manager mmzwmnimo& /CEQ/ another manager
Manager/subordinate /superior
Manager/subordinate /subordinate
‘Worker/manager/ manager

Worker/ 525@3\ worker

CEQO, manager, or worker/job / family

CEQO, manager, ot worker/ .o&mmm from above/

maintaining one’s integrity

3. Healing and Mentoring Triangles

Issues at Stake

Emotional Triangles

payment, quality of care, expectations, boundary
violations, advice, expertise

Healer/ patient (client)/symptom |

Healer/ mmmgn\ patient’s recalcitrance

Healer/ wmnwmbm\ another healer

Healer/ Mummmmﬁ\ another @mamwm‘ .

Healer/ wungm\ patient’s relative or m.nmn&
Healer/ ﬁwam:ﬁ\ healer’s relative or friend
Healer/ wwmmsﬁ\ healer’s income

Healer/ patient /insurance

Healer/ wmamsm\ another way they are connected
Healer/ ﬂmnmsm\ healer’s reputation
Patient/healer’s expertise /patient’s own

intuition

Patient/his or her UO&N\ his or her self
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% THE “LAWS” OF EMOTIONAL TRIANGLES

MAO EMQS what the issues (the content) over which two persons dif-
er ar - 1
nd no matter who Hrm people are, emotional triangles are regu-

lated by thd { ipti
: y thd . , ere 1s a description of each, with illustra-
tions from fam;i y and work systemns

How Fmotional Triangles Form

Emotional triangles form because of &Sié f
two - .o

-person relationships, This instability increases becatse of a lack

erentiation of the partners, the degree of chronic anxiety 1
the surrounding emotional atmosphere, and the absence of :s
defined leadership. They create the ilusion Of intimacy. How MMD-
can any two people talk together without focusing on a third perso m
It may even be that to the extent the noE\mﬁonzw of any two mm MM
focus on a third party, there is a flaw in the wmmc&o-ﬁmnﬁmnﬂ 7 &v .
vmm formed. The process involves more than mné mHUM.m
ing a common enemy, however. Triangling a third person (A) into a
H&mﬂ.osmr% with B and C by agreeing to dislike (or even hel ) A
or triangling that third vmﬂm”.us out by keeping >‘ in the dark &um:ﬁ ~
mmnmmﬁ she or he has every right to know (a mother’s suicide, a @m”
MMM,M MMMsMMMWWHMomMMo“M MW transfer, the nHo.mB down of a plant)
ty , who then organize themselves around
the framework of the triangle. The n&mmoa?w then evolves in a wa
that makes A, the third party (often unseen), an inherent f !
connection of the other two. . M e patof he
In family life, the most obvious triangl involves a0 adultery, Y
the mEHS.o:SMtom that triangle has more to"do with how © mvw_m.““
QI secrecy creates an intense emregional bond by triangling out the
other partner, A, than with thé, at 1s the usual Tocus. And even
when A knows, it is the .mﬁ.mb%m *ulit position and the s\w, he or sh
H.mmwo:nw to the relationship of the other two (Band C) Mrmﬁ st mv.m
lizes or destabilizes the extramarital relationship. The relationshi ) M
B and O will take on a different tone if A mischievously mzno:nm Mm
the affair than if A adopts a pouting, hurt, and suspicious mmmncmm
Indeed, there may be no better proof that triangles are essentially mn.

S

emotional process than the wa r,d which the intensity of B and Cs
extramarital relationshig’is moﬁwmm& By the way A responds to it.
The more common mﬁsmv\ emotional triangle is two parents (B
and C) and a child (A). That triangle does not end with a divorce,
nor often even with the death of one of the parents. The child so
triangled will be chosen by the emotional processes in the mmgmvw in

a way often determined bf 2wn only child is always in a trian-

gled position. Yet the nammm.mr child could also be any child born at a
critical time in the parents’ marriage when it needs rebalancing—rfor
Q%ﬁury after the loss of a previously triangled child or parent or
other relative or therapist who was part of the marriage relation-
ship_fiom the beginning. And of course this 1s absolutely true when
the mother is already pregnant before her marriage. The process is
even more blatant in second marriages where the child to be triangled

comes along with the mother (or in some cases the father) and was

.an integral part of the engagement process. T once did a ém&&:ms for

a couple where the mother’s only child stood right behind the bride
and groom during the ceremony. >m.nnn the mm&. ronouncement, the
groom turned to the little girl afd mm<m her a ring &wa&m knew what

gs%%wml_
The child who is part of a marital am,b%m will tend to go to
" extremesy-be it super achievement or dvsfunction (emotionally or
wd\.nmlwmmw@v. When it is the latter, efforts to help the child improve
(tutors, Outward Bound programs, therapists, private_school) will
generally be limited in their success. And if the symptom that devel-
ops in the child is physical (allergies, headaches, recurrent fevers and
colds, or more pernicious diseases), then the triangle will contrip-
ute mé. Whether emotional or physical,
the child’s symptom will only abate if the marital triangle itself is
changed by the parents paying attention to unresolved issues in their
own relationship. This always requires that one parent become
leader against the resistance of the other.
/" The best evidence for the moémni\mﬂﬂznr emotional triangles 1s
he extent to which one or both parents secking help for a troubled
child will quit the counselor when they are advised to differentiate

more from the child, and this begins to change the marriage itself.




.N cannot count HT.N HHEHHVNUWH Om times ﬁm:wﬁ. m an WMA‘OHﬁ to ooWNﬁm

[ e —,

want to war 1 3 { [
n you that if your wife succeeds in getting less hooked

intS your child: { it will carry over o
iz :Eimlmmm:mémw:y it will carry over to our marriage. One

cannot dit . . [ .
t artterentiate se ectively, even if the %mmmnmbﬁ.ma.sm efforts are

focus P 1
¢d on one person. And you will find her a much more inde-

b2
The husband would say, “Don't worry about me,”

pendent partner.
§
or, - 1
I mwm would be wonderful” and then, as his wife does begin to
m:wnm&_E &3&0@5% more m&m.nmmﬁmm.o? the husband begins to s
m?smm like, “Don’t you think - : o
ont y X youve gone to the counselor enough?

We
\ nocmnm really use the money for other purposes,” or, “Guess what
oney, I've been transferred to Australia, —
,Hrm momwmmm of an emotional triangle can provide an H.Swommﬁm
variable, a missing link, in understandin L
g up in the s 1 [ .

g up same family turn out so ifferentlpyIc helps explain the
conundrum well known to educators: N
ed or rebellious children often come out of homes where the
MH;A 1y U . »

w s0 M:nm. The focus on alcoholism, abuse, and divorce nozimm&v\
misses how, even in the most stable and ~o§.ﬂm families, children can

someti 1 ng |
imes m:&&m&v\ quit school, get recurring illnesses, reject the

family’s most treasured <H:m9 or go over to the railroad anwm/mm&
mnroobgm/:&mn a train slash their body in two. e
mn.m@mmgm_.mw or blended families, where Q\o partners bring chil-
dren in from UETIO Qarriages, &W,Mufr% the triangle more Emmmﬁl
They creag€ discomfort ¢ the extent that one partner tries to nmm?.
range &.5 relat f the other partner and his or her childre ,
The children are not so innocent either, despite the Cinderella Hmm:n“.

sy. Many “wicked others” are simply ovetly responsible woffien

7 . :
Id. Cinderella’s stepmother

ifficult or unmotivar-

pama

i.xw mHM tryingk jirresponsible chi
mught have beertan Ovetly responsible woman ¥ 1

who had raised her
mw:mrﬁﬁ.m to be o&mlx and QB&\ might have been a flake. ZMHEHM

M.!/MME break up a second marriage faster than OEO

artange the m&ws.o:m?.v of the other partner and his of her child
maoﬂo:& _”.Emd%mm can also form in society itself. There is an
mxﬂmo&_:wa\ ﬁBLmE.Q between the difficul of r&?m children

cauoht ; . 4 )
ught in a triangle with their parents Qnd A¥ferica’s race problem

P N N

this

\XNm\a@@\

One way to understand this would be that from the beginning ¢
black population of America has served as a displacement focus fo
the problems of whites with one another, particularly the normal dif-
ferences between classes. While these differences obviously exist and
have political ramifications, they have never taken on the intensity of-
class struggle that occurs in other nations-without a pariah group
focus on. As with famulies, this is not a conscious process but a self-
organizing evolution that results from mutual adaptation patterns.

On the international scene, Qmmmhmwmm are cleverly used by smaller
nations to create alliances based on enmity Detween larger nations.
The Cold War and much of the Vietnam struggle illustrate this.

Pa— o

Triangles were at the heart of the beginnings of World War I, the
Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, and the continued
difficulties between Israel and the _Arabs. Triangles can exist within
the military of one country as well as between the militaries of var-
ious countries. When the surface fleets of the United States Zwé\
(battleships, cruisers, destroyers) wanted to arm themselves with
cruise missiles, which would make their defense less dependent on
submarines and aircraft carriers, the other two arms of the Navy put
up such a struggle that a compromise assuring them of their rightful
hegemony had to be worked out before they would agree to stop
fighting the change. ‘

One example of the way emotional triangles form is the following
domestic struation, which also shows the interlocking nature of trian-

R SR Y
m_(ww.\b. couple Who were divorcing decided to split up their property
at a mutually agreeable time. The wife, however, who was distrustful
of her husband, asked the local police to provide some protection.
When the husband found out about this, he asked for the same. As
they began to divvy up their furniture, at one point the wife objected
to something the moving men were taking, and her policeman inter-
fered with the moving men, whereupon the other policeman began
to interfere with the first policeman’s interference. Within the next

y half-hour the two policemen were almost at the point of fisticuffs,
" and both husband and wife turned into a mediation team in order
to keep things calm. One would like to end the story by saying this
brought them back together, but that did not happen.




Another type of shift, this one involving a physical symptom
happened to a divorcing couple who had been married for six mwm%
and were separating on good terms. They had no children, &ﬁrw\: h
they had never used contraceptive devices. The night before Hrmv\

mmwmﬁmmm&_ they decided to have sex one more time “just for the hell
Wm:M she n@ mmgmm&m In a two-sis amily, if one
oftie women is having trouble concetving and the other is havin
trouble not conceiving, the o re very high that the one havi :
trouble conceiving is in o

1 emotional triangle bf responsibili
: ility for
their parents. : ’ v

How Emotional Triangles Operate

Once formed, emotional triangles (1) are mmm.oﬁmmbg.sm. (2) are per-

petuated by distance; and (3) tend to be perverse. , F

7 The self-organizing character of emotional triangles is brought out
v.vy the second story at the beginning of this chapter Srmmmqm mar-
riage (B and C) stabilized when the wife had an affair Nw and A), and
MmmmmWEN& when the husband terminated his analysi (C m:mm A)

nother aspect ef~griangles’ capacity for self-organization i .

agement of conflict.Mn most Mﬁowos& ns.mnmwmw&ommwo“nm MMH»M
.Um more conflictual than the other two sides, and if one can sycceed

in calming that side the conflict will generally surface in one &,. the

other Em. Conversely, if conflict begins to erupt m om\w of
he previously calm relationships, the previously disruptive ‘.».?ﬂg.

ship will often calm down.

An examiple of the former involved a woman Tmﬁ:m terrific fiohts

Emr WQEO%QLB-?EH?oEQ%oE.mEémm nommmwb&\nn.mnumsg
interfering, and no appeals to her son (the woman’s r:mvwm& to sa
50 m.minm to his mother had any effect. The «S.mmﬂmwm become mw
_reactive Yo her mother-in-law’s behavior that she could hardly bear to
e house with her at the same time. After achieving some dis-
MMWMMmmH“ WMMMM%W.LM.JMM% MMWMMM:W Wmm\ Mw a clownish vcmmo.oz
& : man reached a point
s&ﬁm.mrm could be amused by her antics. On her mother-in-law’s
next visit she prepared herself for the usual barbs, innuendoes, and

criticism by responding ironi ing, L
y responding ironically, saying, “How did your son have

Sl Ay

At ATA A m e s s e

such poor taste as to marry me?” In front of her husband: “Have you
thought of moving in with us so you can protect your grandchildren
from me?” Within an hour, the mother-in-law had ceased giving any
attention to her daughter-in-law and desisted for the rest of the visit;
instead she became embroiled in a fight with her son, criticizing him

.o Lo .
for not getting a better job. By the end of the trip, the two women
were exchanging recipes.

Generally speaking, in-law struggles are &Em._é with “7
{l'... n“ the

the mother-in-law displacing problems from her Tarrage an
daughter-m-law from her relationship with her own mother. In fact,
1 do not think I have éver seen a daughter-in-law Raving problems
with her mother-in-law who had a playful, open relationship with her
own mother. And it is extraordinary to watch the immediate, almos
migic cfects ona mm:mrﬁmn-mmpmé\ mother-in-law relationship that
1.0 if the daughter will éme on her relationship with her ow
tother insteadk The same magical effects hold true if the daughter
iorksOn her relationship with her own daughter.
n the second placf, distance also perpetuates an emotional triangle.
rthat keep a person in the dark will have an

us secrets and gossi
P . dNOR

avalanche effect on any community, polarizing those in and out of
the secret and inhibiting communication between them. In addition,
criticism in the form of “you statemens” rather than “I statemgnts” )
will push people away. And if the person accepts the criticism and 4
becomes defensive, they will become emotionally n&mbm?a into the
other person’s problems. The distance has the effect of creating pseu-
do-intimacy or alliances and always goes in the @mommﬁm directioney
from openness, directness, and intimacy. - —~
One example 15 a major Ivy League university that fired its nice but
rather ineffectual president and hired a no-frills go-getter to help the
school Sozglﬂ.\& maoEmBm. He succeeded, but within two
years was forced to leave Beextse of extraordindfy enmity from the
faculty. While the issue at stake was changes in the taculty’s benefits
and rights, the differe 1 we-beendess polarizing if the new
president could ha eliminated the distance BPetween them. His pre-
decessor, a hail-fellow-well-met sort of guy, could be seen every Sun-

day, pipe 1 hand, walking his dog across the main @cm&ﬂmmmwm. But




Y
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Lo st

N.w\ the successor kept his apartment in Manhattan -treated)
on weekends. If the new president could have closed the distance
between himself and the community, he would have had a better
chance of shifting the 11 or at Jeast making jro
In this sense, 1t was the introduction of ..m// )

Cold War that kept the United States and Russia 10 direct contact

and prevented the Qmwz%m,moﬁmmdm alliances o other countries and

vested interests within each group from creating a triangle that could
ve had catastrophic consequences.

B/ The third characteristic of triangle functioning is ;
harder A works at changing the relationship of B mwl.l\w the more
likely it is that their a&mnommrwu will move in theopposite direcrion;”

Thus it is not possible for A to change the B-C re mmoa?w for lon-

ger than a week. And this will hold true no matter what position A

occuples m any relationship system and no matter who or what B

and C represent in the examples above. This perverse characteristic

-of emotional triangles is important in understanding some key con-
cepts: the uselessness of willing others to change; how conflicts of

will arise_and destroy relationships; and_why a leader’s presence. is
more powerful than efforts at coercion or therapy.
!

The’ general rule is this: One can only change a m&m&osmrﬁ.?om

\V&Enﬁ one is directly a part. For example, if a child gets in ‘trou-

ble with teachers or friends because of particular behavior patterns,

a parent will not be successful in trying to modify those patterns.
The very act of making the attempt creates a mﬂmgwﬁ.mm triangle that
majsesciangemmpossible. On the other hand, the parent who works
efining self JWhen the “problem” child misbehaves will have

\<
ah d
geater sticcess at shifting the triangle, hence modifying the pattern.
I have almost never seen one parent respond well to another par-
ent’s criticism or advice on child-rearing. Nor are they any more suc-
cessful in separatirig their children from their “horrible” fiancées.
Worse, such pressure simply makes kids more likely to fall blindly in
love with someone about whom they might

e a——— .

One can only change a
relationship of which one
is directly a part.

“otherwise have been more objective. The tri-
angle inverts when the aged parents become
“the child” and the child tries to get them to

—= e

sell their apartment, now in the middle of a dangerous ghetto, in

order to move to Florida or go into a nursing home.
# The counterproductivity of trying to change emotional triangles

“head-on i$ one of the most frustratin endeavors for leaders. Most

Hmw&mnmwmw traming that suggests techniques for this purpose floun-«
cTers, because this emotional variable is not a part of the social science

constructiofi of reality. Leaders are taught how EM and their
Jeaders constantly try to motivate them to be better motivators,

the perverse power of triangles is the follo

/ An ironicexampleol,
T antitherapeutic “cure”’ A woman found out that her son was the
o e - , -
<Gal Father oF anitlegitimate child when the child’s mother sued for
support. Being well-meaning and comfortable financially, she decid-
e

ed to help despite the fact that her Tusband, her son, and her other

children told her to stay out of thmgs. She, Toim<mm_§rm

mother of her biological grandson, fell in love with the child, and
proceeded to plan to put money away for his education. She also
tried to help the mother, a ne’er-do-well sort, find a job and move

to 4 better neighborhood. No amount of effort on the part of her

family or her minister T&@&gammabm mmmﬁ&ﬁogmw let g,

even though on some level she knew she shouldn’t be interfering. She

was The oldest of several children and had suffered the brunt of her

parents’_conflictual marriage. As a youngster she would hide under

the &.m“mm room table and listen to their fights, .. ms,émmmmﬁ

she became each parent’s confidante and to their dying day kept gry-
ing to patch up their differences,

Then the young woman's therapist called the grandmother m.s&
asked if she and her husband and son would come in to see him.
They were mﬁﬁvimm@ but agreed on the condition that nrw young
woman would be there also. She never showed. At the session, her
therapist told a long sob-story of how unfortunate his mmam:ﬁ was.
He tried to pressure the family into giving her mnwmQ& msﬂvu;
appealing to their mow.ﬁssmnw n?ncﬂmnmbnm.m and good will, and adding
a lietle guilt for good Bmmmﬁm.\wunm@w, time the mﬁm:%dom»ﬂ came

nat even if her husband and

out of that session, she was, r1 .
ere7is NO way she was going to be

demN had changed mrm@ mind

involved any longer.




% THE INTERLOCKING NATURE
OF EMOTIONAL TRIANGLES

The emotional triangles of any relationship system interlock, and

in any family or work system they extend out into mﬁémm&:bm

v n*\ super-molecules like hydrocarbon. They can extend within the same
T family or work system or join both; they can involve only relation-
ships in the present; or they can be the key to how the past becomes
Erm side that is mrmnmmxmw\lﬁﬁo triangles is the key to the
transmission of emotional processes from one triangle to another. It
is the network of¢ffiterlocking triangleSythat accounts for the com-
pensatory homeostatic forces that provide stability, determine com-

ope NS

Bc_é and keeps things stuck when a leader tries to

vnw%@mﬁmm. T

ne of the most remarkable interlocking triangles in family life is

wwmﬁ between a HW\Wmeh any habit of the daughter which the mother

is trying to change, and the mother’s unresolved issues with her own

AR mother. When she is willing to work on thisg rior w&maommr@m%m
%f mmcmwnmﬁi:ommmnmmmnmmo H‘Bwnoéo:?mao_s\d.Emaﬁzm&mo

with fathers, to some extent, although not nearly as automatically or

with as much intensi )
/ . A triangle can also be with the past and can form over sever-
al generations. A mother might be too seriously involved with a
&W@Mﬁmnw incipient blooming individua ity and take 00 seriotsly
the nrmnﬁm cursing. Perhaps the mother needs to learn to be less seri-
us and, if possible, to start acting a little outrageously. But suppose
her own mother had been out-and-out crazy, making it impossible
for her to behave “like her mother” for fear of going over the edge.
The same might be true about a father who is &Emw to discipline
his son because his harsh father beat him. The father also is reacting

to an old triangle and is unable to distinguish physical abuse mbm

responsible discipline. T

It 1s my guess that the functioning of base-
ing  ball managers and football and other sports

coaches is often affected by the triangle with

Itis the network of inte

triangles that keeps things
N e g

mEnx.érmz a leader tries to
et

bring change.

the general mewmmn and the owner. I know of

%‘C»t.}f LA AN T L DD Lot

‘ Qm%%/
ne case in which the functioning of the quarterback—nhis slumps,
terceptions, and failures—were all a function of an interJocking
triangle in the team. One middle linebacker, who had been on three
different Super Bowl teams, When asked if the teams had anything in
ommon, answered without hesitation, “The owners. They showed
great interest and support, but never interfered.”
Orne of the most Emmnmmm:m sets of interlocking emotional tri-
angles I ever came across involved a nun who had become prioress

"
omemo&Qoza\movmnoBm enmeshed in a mamm&%m@cmvzmoﬁwn

relationships. Her leadership suffered because of an underoround tri-
angle she had never addressed: the woman who had been the head of
her own parochial school when she was young had sexually molest
her over a period of several years.

In a three-physician obstetric practice, one of the physicians
caught up in a severe triangle between Emféﬁw% and their irresponsi-
ble me\mewm to drink heavily and find excuses for being unable to
take his turn on_call. The senior physician kept compensating for his

?Qoé taking ﬁr.m calls and B&&E@RP This of

. . V‘g .
course left him tired and worn out and unable to serve his own fam-
ily. Then his own son began to act irresponsibly, but when his wife
put pressure on him to spend more time at home, he said that his

patients’ needs came first, and his poor partner needed help to work

through his problems.

One day I had a conversation with Arthur Goldberg, who had
been our ambassador to the United Nations after years as a very suc-
cessful labor arbitrator and member of the Supreme Court. I said, “I
imagine all that experience with labor arbitration and constitutional
issues stood you in good stead when you had to deal with similar
problems at the UN"” He glanced at me in an “Are you crazy?” man-
ner and said, “There’s no comparison with the layers of vested inter-

est in an international problem. They are way beyond anything you
could imagine when dealing with the relatively simplistic problems of

a union and management.”

tisina mwamw business, however, that the concept of interlock-
ing triangles may be both most enlightening and most helpful. They
show up clearly, help explain struggle, and stress the role of the

LK
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family’s leader. In corporate life, the interlocking nature of emo- |
tional triangles eatr Tross ingo family lifeIn_family businesses® all

the tensions, allfarrecsand

unresolved feelings that characterize the
family leap over into the business and ®omplicate decision-making
processes as well as &mwﬁw Consulting firmis generally mmuwnmnmmwm this
and often give advice that will dilute the triangles, such as not having
family members report directly to one-another or making sure that
the board of trustees includes a significant number of non-family
~ members. This is again an administrative solution to an emotional
' problem and will be limited in its effects.

One of the most important interlocking emotional triangles in
the world of business is that between an entrepreneur and his com-
pany’s problems, on the one hand, and his position as “standard
vmwﬂum’naﬂmlm\gmv\ of origin, on the other. This is true in any
business but exponentially so in a family business. A standard bear-
er (often male, but not necessarily so) is someone who-has* been
almost catapulted out of his family with a mandate ¢ NHe i

, zmzm:v\ an eldest or at least a first-born son, with uncomm

=
on drive

f«/@u ) and ? married to such a‘man should not expect
J.M him to have much time for his marriage and mEEN‘ though he will

be a good providet T Believe that when such men experience stress
in their business it is exponentially increased because of the impor-
tance of their succeeding for past generations. Moreover, when men
commit suicide after business failure, it is not only themselves or
their immediate family and friends they feel they have failed, but
also their ancestors who have been riding along since birch (if not

before) on their shoulders, - ‘
o mHWmmemermm
@\w leader’s stress and his or her efl

. .. WQEmBm&mE owﬁo&.mmmimmow
the same coin. This is so not because failure to be effective creates
stress, but because the type of Hmm&mnmgu that creates the least stress

e of leadership that 1s most effective. The

conventional view of stress is that it has to do with overwork. Once
O With overwort

s

1¢ 2

again, the thinking processes involved in the social science construc-

tion of reality move toward a quantitative formula and solution. For
oo much work, then

if stress is simply the result of hard work o
obviously the answept0 stress is not to wo k too ?m&w« his is a totally
unrealistic concept given the type of person who tends to wind up in
leadership positions. Trying to be creative and imaginative is mﬁnmmmmpr
being responsible is stresstul, maintaining vision is stressful, being on
the Hooém to deal with sabotage is stressful. Yet all
leaders move 1n that direction, and not all leaders experience burnoug.
If the problem is simply quantitative, how do we ever know when too

™~

much is enough?

Similarly, if the problem of stress is simply a matter of overwork,
then the answer is to get away for a while, relax, do favorite things,
and when you come back do not work so hard, The concept here, as

with sabbaticals, is to mmmmmnmm one’s batteries so one can go back in
recharge ones DAt

and run down again.
e concept of emotional triangles, however, suggests a systems
view of stress. To the extent that you (A) become enmeshed in the
relationship of B and C (either because you have taken on the respon-
sibility for their relationship or because they have focused on you—
that is, nﬁ.m:mwmm you out—as a way of achieving togetherness), you
will wind up with the stress for their relationship

m!vxkuio:mg everyone has limits in how much work they can han-
dle, but the concept of an emotional triangle suggests that the same
amount of hard work will be more or less stressful depending on
the position from which one approaches or becomes involved with’
work. It is like :WEN the weight alone may not be the

wgttmﬂmmy but the Wo&ﬂ.os from which one tries to lift it. Again, there Q@\
it

f

are limits to m<m&\ommw strength, but it takes less émwmrm to strain your
body if you attempt to lift the object from certain positions.

The stress on leaders (parents, heal-
ers, mentors, managers) primarily has to .
do with the extent to which the leader has  The type of leadership that /
been caught in/4 ﬂmmwom&fm wom,mm,os for createsthe least stress -
the relationship of twd others. They could  also happerjs to be the type \
be two persons (members of the family, any  of leadership thatis most

effective.

Jess &
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Staying in a triangle without
getting triangled oneself

gives one far more noém::m:..
never entering the triangle in
the first place.

¢

two mm&mm to an mﬁmﬁamﬁﬁv or NSV\ Humwﬁmos or
system plus a problem or goal. The way out

theirf own ﬂ&ws‘oumzv, v the onrmm.wmmmon
responsible for his or her problem, while all
still remain connected. It is that last phrase which
differentiates .&Twﬂ..mb%ﬁb% from simply quit-
ting, resigning, or mv&nmnnm. Staying in a triangle without getting
triangled oneself gives one far more power than never entéring the
triangle T Hhe 117t Place. Many slick and charming leaders never get

stressed betase they tuitively stay out of triangles, but that nfhkes

The relational view of st heds new light on the embkion-
al and physical sides of illness. The te | psychosomatic 1y a false dichot-
omy, because it suggests that two di t realms somehow touch
each %ﬁ@osm is in a triangle between his or her body and his -
or rmm\\nw_.mm\“. the trick is to put them together through the inte
effects of self-differentiation,

An emotional process view of burnout would work like this:
Every individual reacts to stress in his or her own idiosyncratic wa .
Some of us are more likely to express physical symptoms and.others
emotional (that is, mental) symptoms, depending on a variety of fac-
tors that include our genes, how our upbringingdias “tuned” 3, our
family’s heritage and style, and so on. Thus one person might be more
likely to express her stress in her cardiovascular system, another in his
endocrine system (gout, cancer), and a third in her muscular-skeletal

system (chronic bad back). But the fact that we have a “weakness” in
a particular direction or have been tuned by our family of origin to
dysfunction, either mental or physical, in that anm ow our body does
not determine when we will develop those symptoms. This is similar

to the fact that the ﬂﬂaggggm&%m is not a genet-

ic phenomenon but@gelational phenomenon™-if not of the genes,
e LI = -

then of the cells that contain them.

em less effective. / vg QS 4\6&\(\5 S\ ‘
ress als

gratin

Leaders who are most likely to function poorly vrvamnm&v\. or emo-
tionally are those who have £ jled to mainrain a well-differentiated
position, Either they have a epted Hrmw.w owing to the irrespon-

e

®

is to make the two persons nmmwosmz&m for

e

\M A

{

[

sibility and constant criticis f others, or they have gotten them-
selves into agoverfunctioning position (¥hat is, they tried too hard)
and rushed in where angels and fools both fear to tread.

¢ THE H.OQmHEmWmem POSITION

The position that is most &mﬁmmnocm to a leader’s health is srwﬁ I call
the :mm.mm&ﬁnbmmm position,” iy which the meon m..m&m responsible for
keeping a system together. Such leaders are most rw&v\.ﬁo m.cmmmn wcn.bu
out, function badly, or suddenly die when forces pulling in ommoﬁﬂm
directions have stretched their capacity to hold thinos together to its
vammmwm point. This can be observed in mm,.HmEmmﬂ n 2@% systems,
and especially in the combination of E,m mgmmm.

A study dubbed the Exxecutive Monkey Ex w.iﬁm.ﬁ serves as a meta-
phor. It has generally not been considered scientifically valid because
it é@ but it is a poignant metaphor. An effort was made

1 i matic
to give monkeys ulcers or to promote some other kind of so

scrtn—

disturbance mrhoz\ﬂﬁﬁniﬂmﬁmnon. The monkey was taught how to get
food and then was frustrated when it finally learned. But no Bﬁo.smn
of frustration seemed to create the desired somatic &G?Dnﬂ.o:.
Then someone got the bright idea to make the wdosw@x responsible
for gettmg 160 ef monkeys; this, they claimed, did maomcg a

somatic disturbance. Whether or not the experiment was scientifical-

ly <m§ an existential reali

This is pre€isely what was described in the third wmﬁoamnmo&\ sto-
ry, in which a CEQ who had grown up with the company is now put
in the ﬂomaomhomuﬁm&ﬁ.nm it. Similarly, a woman s&.o% rvmm&mnrmm
go away after she becomes less responsible for her children’s home-
work exemplifies the dangers of t getherness positio

The togetherness position is % subtlest effects of emo-

tional triangles—and one of the most subversive. On more than one
occasion, ] have seen the stress of togetherness transmitted mo secre-
taries and subordinates who had become too emotionally involved
in their bosses’ problems. On one dramatic o.nnmmﬁp the staff
clinic spent a whole day processing their relationshi re was an




::&m&:,sm split due to the fact that a married couple who worked
at the clinic had divorced, and one of the partners was now having
an .mmqmmn. with another member of the staff. Depression and rersidn

had produced a split nogcé.m\. The effort was made, therefore, to
open &mwomﬁ 2 ;. Dmv@n&\.vo&v\. The clinic was also staffed by a very
éw

efficient woman who took car H.E.mﬂw..m@m;mum@mm. She was
s0 much a part of the system that they let her come to the all-da

marathon. Toward the end of the day, when the copsultant asked if
the intensity of the situation had driven anyone tf ‘suicidal thoughts,
it was the secretary who raised her hand. i
Another example is a professional person whose wife had com-
mitted suicide. She had been having an affair after struggling her

whole TS Separate from her family but

never m:nnmm&dm. Two years

Fﬁmnﬂrmmmﬂrmﬁ%rormmmoﬁamﬁrw suicide note but never told his
{ W immnsammn it

children abour 1t decided to show it to them. ﬂomsnﬁgmmz& his
coronary arteries had occluded during that ﬁmmo& and he was about
to undergo a Jﬁw.mw. After revealing their dead mother’s secret, he

ecame relaxed and positive abour his operation and soon returned
to his work with renewed energy and vision. | .‘

I am not trained as a physician and would never try to treat my
clients’ physical symptoms. But whenever a client of mine has devel-
OWWQIWW%E.S& symptoms of any kind while they were workine on
elational Tssues, I Rave alwavs sus ected triangles. I have taught them
to think in threes and note where they are located, and I have T&m&
them to de-triangle. In such cases, the symptoms have almost invari-
ably waned if not disappeared altogether. And whenever | develop
symptoms, | MSOS I've vmw@mbm to myself.

There 1s a positive side to all this for leaders, who can use their
symptoms (headaches, angina, rashes, increased &B.df.sm, sexual act-
ing-out, accidents) as mm&\-ﬁ\mmsmbm signals %mnmﬁm% are in an emo-
tional triangle thar is pulling, if not tearing, them apart. Too often
the tendency of most aggressive leaders when they do begin to devel-

Op symptoms is to ignore them, deny them,

or try to override them until they get the job

Whenever | develop symptoms,  done. But somatic disturbances in a leader
Tknow I've been lying to myself.  not only are warning signals but also feedback

Bx/? /%

Q™

from the environment. In gelfer words, lead-
ers can use their bodies 38 help them be more

effective leaders. Ipstead of treating their

toms as i ediments, they can see them
5 lmmm.wsu not MCUDMvHVN Bmmmmsmﬁﬂm . . _
health or tattletales about their functioning and their

! 1 i gers
position in the relationship system they are leading, wucﬂ messenge
is Ol 1 lationship system.
about what is going on in that re psy

kel gy

% A CROSS-CULTURAL PHENOMENON

Leaders can use their bodies
to help them be more effective
leaders.

The notion that these principles about mgomon&.m.im:m_mm .ﬁm Sr:.ﬂ
male, and Western—that Japanese or HAQ.&&G mﬁ:rmm are M&.Qmsm :,H
the way they discipline their children or in their concern for nowmmb
sus in business matters—is, I believe, one of mrm. great Bﬁrm of our
age. While from time to time someone in an audience may rise to say
¢hat this does not apply to families in, say, Eastern Europe or west-
ern India or among born-again Christians, I have never had mogmoawm
from one of those cultures—or for that matter m.mon% any other nM -
ture—rise and say, * That’s not true about my family. ..,H.m other words,
people are always saying it 15 NOT true about 3.@3 families. . N
I have had people from Africa, mmm.mﬁ Tmmﬂn,m a @H.Mmgﬁwmopzwwm
and say, “You have described the >M‘Enm: family perfectly” or, &.M
you sure %OS»MM never been to . ?” Perhaps my most ﬁmcmmﬂmbow, M
experience along this line was with someone who émm& .mHm.OM i
king of a small Polynesian kingdom that included several 1slan m.. .
said, “I never understood all the problems my .mwmrmm Tmm had over m. e
years with his relatives, his subjects, and the nrm.nmngﬁ mrS& n&nmm,mm
until Egﬁwﬁoc of %n.mmm .mn.ﬁ nnmwpmwm@. o
Focusing on cultural differences ﬁ?gﬁm a leader’s cap &Q. ;
be decisive. A nurse or social worker in a Tomwﬁﬂ must er s:m h
a patient’s family and help them deal with Ho,m,w“ mEEn.D MSMA the s1 &m.
effects of the procedure. “I rmﬁw to Wbos.\ w.vocﬁ their ba .\,mHolc.,mv.
How do I know who the family leader is Evnrmﬁ nchM,m. Maybe
they don't like to get together, etc.” These family process factors are




attributed to cultural differences, but within any culture, one rarely
m,snmm more than two-thirds of the people womoémmm all those tradi-
tions. In any system, the norm produces opposites. Now how is the
nurse to know in advance whether this is a Japanese family that does
this or that, an Irish family, Catholic, Jewish? All this burden is limi-
nated when the nurse is mature enough to say, “I am going to Wmm mto
the anxiety of this family, and its resilience, and keep the problem in

them. I'm not going to try to be a ES.OKT

o ot going t 1y 10
M%\GM q\F\ If you'are a leader, how are you going to know in advance which

segment you are dealing with? Focusing on self obviates the need
to &,o all that research and clutter the mind. This focus on cultur-
al differences is a major way in which the emotional processes of

American civilization have been co-opted by forces opposed to dif-

ferentiated leadershi

% A SUMMARY STORY

The momos:sm case Emﬁo&\ encapsulates almost every aspect of emo-

Mosm angles discussed so mﬁ% Eﬁm&omﬂ.mm nature, their ten-
enc ¢ }
_ 6 preserye themselves, their. endency to prevent nrm%mﬁ their
Q_wnomﬁos of -perceptions, thebe—efeation of polarization and false

allianc®s, theig capacity to funnel stress toward one person. While the
names hd¢e®een changed, the nature of the triangles and the position
of the various family and work systems are Qcmwﬂﬁ.m v
as asupmarof chis entire chapter. -
( Joe Smith was an agricultural specialist working
Cenr Al America, He was good at his job and had worked his way up
to a significant position of gest onsibility, but he had a few vmmmom!&
problems. He was an alcoholic, mo.mmmmmmt and was engaged in con.
mméoﬁommxn mnmimx unknown to his wife and family but sus-
pected by his superiors. Then Fe was caught trying to smuggle some
illicit substances from one country to another, The State Department
immediately recalled him ‘and took away his security clearance.

Joe went into detox to address his substance abuse. He then took
menial jobs with the State Department while they could decide what

ignette serves

problems, their longstanding difficulties with all four of their chil-

dren, and important unresolved issues with their respective familiess

og:.

After showing that he was able to be quite competent at the office,
Joe applied for the return of his security clearance. While the appli-
cation was being processed, the president issued an executive order
announcing t .m.m‘rogommxcmr&,\ ould no longer be used as a basis
for denying security clearance. On the basis of his hard work and his
obvious efforts at rehabilitation, his clearance was returned, and Joe
began to look for another foreign assignment.

During this period, the State Department went through a huge
downsizing and many of his colleagues were “riffed.” Joe, however
(for reasons that never became clear), was retaine M . Just as he thought
he had finally made a triumphant return, %ﬂw a .mmm\%.m came out
of “left field”: he had trouble getting a medical clearance. The term
“medical” was a euphemism for psychiatric. The psychiatrist he was
asked to see said that his own superiors thought he was not ready fo
a foreign posting. They worried that the stress of living as a married®
homosexual would be more difficult to handle than the external stress #
of the job.

The psychiagrist turned out to be a consultant to the State
Department, not someone in a position to make decisions. When
the psychiatrist was asked, however, how he would decide if Joe was
ready, he could give no objective standards or results toward which
Joe should work. Joe therefore asked if he could deal directly with the
psychiatrist’s superiors, but he was discouraged from doing that. In

addition, the psychiatrise-hin t maybe Joe would get his clear-
ance back if R divorced his wife. Ple gave Joe a paper written by
another psychiatrist discussing the problems of married homosexual
men. The doctor suggested that Joe show the article to his regular
counselor (not to his wife). The article, written by a homosexual psy-
chiatrist, stated that married homosexual men could only reduce their




conflicts by coming out openly. It seemed to encourage married men

with homosexual mm.m::mm or desire to move in that direction rather
than work to resolve their conflicts over their feelings.
So far, then, we have these triangles:

e Hﬁmh the wmv\ormmﬁ.%mv and the psychiatrist’s superiors;

& Wﬂ his mﬁmx and his romo\mhx:&m@m
% Joe, his homosexual desire, and the born-again values of his

Christian cw_uabmﬁ.:m (an internal emotional triangle);

% Joe. his homosexual conflict, and the political forces in the
it _1OICE:
homosexual community;

,,\W@ the vﬁwmmhmwmnx and the Emméz.

Before the executive order, rogommx:m:nv\ had been an easy open-
or-shut situation for Qmsva.mm clearance; now the vs%mcgmnva in an
effort to circumvent the executive order, was focusing on potential
emotional conflict and using that as an excuse to retain their power
to deny clearance,

But there’s more. It turns out that during this period, a longstand-
ing conflict betwken USAID Mwd the Starte Department had becorne
exacerbated by the efforts of the State Department to eliminate
USAID, or at least to have it incorporated into the Qmmmﬁmg.msﬂ and
no longer exist as a separate organization. There had been fights in
Congress and even among the staff, including an actual physical fight
between one of the directors of USAID and 2 high-ranking employ-
ee of the State Department. In addition, the State Department was
always suspicious of USAID employees because the CIA often used
USAID as a cover, either Tmﬁ.bm their own people infiltrate or by
recruiting agents from the regular USAID staff. Finally, one area
vpereISAID and the State Department were not separaté was their

he doctors who were seeing Joe, as well as those who
were charged with &mnm&:m about his clearance, were basically State
Department em loyees (or consultants) rather than members oF Tris
own agency.

S0 we now have the momos:.:m additional administrative emotional

triangles:

. , . .mrmqo,\mnnl
# the president, the State Department, and those in the g

ment who want to eliminate USAID;
% the State Department, C,mmnmp and the CIA;

ey

@ the mmwmmmmmmm.mamsp USAID, mbn@mlm\w
the physicians, the State Ummmiggﬁ and Cm%.

When asked what he would do if he could have the &Emﬁmw:
work out according to his wildest dreams, Joe said that .S.rzw he
would like a divorce, he also wanted to remain in a close relationship
with his wife, whom he loved. An alternative Emm,mcmmmmm.m% that he
talk owgq with his wife about his ro.saommxsm_ﬁ\ (which he rw&
never admitted but of which she was quite aware) and say to her: "I
am gay. I am more comfortable with Em:.bmn.v\ with men, vcm .H love
you and my children and want to stay Bmmﬁw&. Are you wi %sm to
accept this of me?” He at first demurred, saying how scared Tm was
of being that honest with her. When he &wn&m& to mam vmﬁ ¢ was
warned that the great dange ofbe .mm SO open s:%%m
it might encourage tmacyf P&

angling, Joe was taught

In Wmlm..mm%: principles of de- s gl
first aboud fangles operate. Sec d, he was told .mo distinguis
between sebing”therapists for W@%Ymsa seeing therapists who were
operating in a power strugture. It was mcmmmmn.m& ﬂrmm. he not be open
with the government’s therapists about his %wmn:_amm but continue
to work on the emotional side with his therapist Eﬁ‘ convey to the
government that he was in charge of Ew.h’mmm and not likely to violate
laws again. He was shown how t @5 the system was HM?QM
ing down and funneling ﬁoém&. him and that &g\m\ﬁn .ll/m /nMc Hwﬂo
expect any physician in the anxious system to vfo_u ectiyeybout his
needs. Finally, he was encouraged to have his wife join hum in therapy
sessions, %ﬁ& to tell his childrep.

e




