Session 5: April 6, 2014, Emotional Triangles and Sabotage when we make healthy self-differentiated decisions

What are emotional triangles?  (page 205)
An emotional triangle is the manner in which the relationship between any two people, or a given individual and his or her symptoms, can be a function of an often unseen third person, relationship, or issue between them. 

· Emotional triangles are the building blocks of any relationship system.  
· They follow their own universal laws.  
· Triangles function predictably.  
· They require a different level of inquiry, and different criteria are needed to understand what information is important.
The rules of emotional triangles  (page 206)

· They form out of the discomfort of people with one another.

· They function to preserve themselves and, perversely, oppose all intentions to change them.

· They interlock in a reciprocally self-reinforcing manner.

· They make it difficult for people to modify their thinking and behavior.

· They transmit a system’s stress to its most responsible or most focused member.
For leaders, the capacity to understand and think in terms of emotional triangles can be the key to their stress, their health, their effectiveness, and their relational binds.

Issues that can be framed in terms of emotional triangles are:

· Motivation

· Clarity

· Decision-making

· Resistance to change

· Imaginative gridlock

· Failure of nerve

Negative effects of emotional triangles:

· Perpetuate treadmills

· Reduce clarity

· Distort perceptions

· Inhibit decisiveness

· Transmit stress

Positive effects of emotional triangles:

· When a leader can think in terms of emotional triangles and map out diagrams of the family or organization, such analysis can help explain alliances and the difficulties being encountered in motivation or learning.

· Can help a person to become more objective about what is happening, and helps them to get unstuck by changing the emotional processes.

· Helpful in evaluating the maturity of the members of the family system or work setting

Types of emotional triangles (pages 207-208)
· Family Triangles

· Workplace Triangles

Issues at stake include: seniority, fairness, allotment of resources, space, employee slots, benefits, working conditions, productivity, hiring and firing, policies, profit-sharing, snafus and goof-ups and management practices

· Healing and Mentoring Triangles

Issues at stake include: payment, quality of care, expectations, boundary violations, advice, expertise
How emotional triangles form (pages 209-213)
· Emotional triangles form because of the instability of two-person relationships
· Instability increases because of a lack of differentiation of the persons involved, the amount of chronic anxiety in the emotional atmosphere, and the absence of well-defined leadership

· An illusion of intimacy is formed

· Conversations focus on third parties either to scapegoat someone else or find a common enemy

· Bringing in another person (A) into a triangle in a relationship between two other people (B and C) by agreeing to dislike that person (A) or even help that person (A) or by keeping out another person (A) in the dark about a secret she or he has every right to know (for example, a mother’s suicide, a person’s terminal condition, a job transfer, the closing down of a plant) provides stability to the two other people (B and C) who then organize themselves around the framework of the triangle.
· The relationship evolves in a way that the third party (A) who is often unseen becomes an inherent part of the connection of the other two persons (B and C).

An example of an emotional triangle: two parents and an child

· Two parents, B and C, have one child, A
· Even if the marriage ends in divorce or the death of one of the parents, the triangle does not end
· An only child is always in a “triangled” position
· A “triangled” child can also be any child born at a critical time in the parent’s marriage when it needs rebalancing, for example after the loss of a previously triangle child or parent or other relative or therapist who was part of the marriage relationship from the beginning.
· The child who is part of a marital triangle will tend to go to extremes – be it super achievement or dysfunction (emotionally or physically).  When it is dysfunction, efforts to help the child improve (tutors, Outward Bound programs, therapists, private school) will generally be limited in their success.  If the symptom is physical then the triangle will contribute to perpetuating its chronic state.
· The child’s symptom will only abate if the marital triangle itself is changed when the parents pay attention to unresolved issues in their own relationship.  And this requires that one parent become the leader against the resistance of the other.
How Emotional Triangle Operate (pages 213-216)
· Emotional triangles are self-organizing.  When a relationship is instable, one of the parties tends to respond by establishing an emotional liaison and triangle in another person.  However, it anyone in the triangle “self-differentiates” this will destabilize the emotional triangle.  
· In an emotional triangle if there is conflict between two persons, the relationship with the other person will probably be calm.  But if the conflict between the original two persons calms down, then the relationship with the other person will likely become conflicted.
· Emotional triangles are perpetuated by emotional distance.  Emotional distance is created by secrets, gossip, using “you” statements instead of “I” statements.  If a person gets his or her buttons pushed by another’s “you” statements, then it is a sign that the person has become emotionally “triangled” into the other person’s problems.
· Emotional triangles are perverse.  The harder a “triangled” person works at changing the relationship between two other people, the more likely it is that their relationship will move in the opposite direction.  Thus, it is useless of trying to “will” others to change.  It explains how conflicts will arise and destroy relationships.  And it is why a leader’s presence is more powerful than efforts at coercion or therapy.
General rules about emotional triangles

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

· It is counter-productive to try to change emotional triangles head-on.
The interlocking nature of emotional triangles (pages 216 – 219)
· Emotional triangles of any relationship system interlock and extend out
· They can involve only the present, or they can involve the past
· The side of interlocking triangles that is shared is the key to the transmission of emotional processes from one triangle to another.
· The network of interlocking triangles accounts for the compensatory homeostatic forces that provide stability, determine communication pathways and keep things stuck when a leader tries to bring change.
Stress in emotional triangles (pages 219 – 221)
· A leader’s stress and his or her effectiveness are interconnected.  

· Self-differentiated leadership is effective and creates less stress.

· A family system’s view is that stress occurs when one becomes responsible for the relationships of others.

· The way to relieve the stress is to make the two persons responsible for their own relationship by getting out of the emotional triangle.

· Leaders who are most likely to function poorly physically or emotionally are those who have failed to maintain a well-differentiated position.  Either they have accepted the blame owing to the irresponsibility and constant criticism of others, or they have gotten themselves into an over-functioning position.

The dangerous “togetherness position”  (pages 221 – 223)
· When leaders feels responsible for keeping the system together, they are likely to suffer burnout, function poorly, or suddenly die when forces pulling in opposite directions have stretched their capacity to hold things together to its breaking point.
· Symptoms (headaches, angina, rashes, increased drinking, sexual acting-out, accidents) can serve as early warning signals that they are in an emotional triangle that is pulling, if not tearing, them apart.
· Leaders can use their bodies to help them be more effective leaders.  Instead of treating their symptoms as impediments, they can see them as messengers about what is going on in their relationship system.
Crisis and Sabotage  (page 230)
· How do we face resistance and crises in life?  Sometimes the power of the crisis at hand is so great that it cannot be dealt with in a straight-forward way, but the power of the crisis must be used to move in a healthy direction.  How then does one go with the flow and still take the lead?  By positioning oneself in such a way that the natural forces of emotional life carry one in the right direction.
· The key to positioning is the leader’s own capacity to be a non-anxious presence, a challenging presence, a well-defined presence, and a paradoxical presence, in short being a self-differentiated leader.
Traits of poorly differentiated leadership (page 231) Traits of well differentiated leadership
· Focuses on pathology (what is wrong)
* Focuses on strength

· Is obsessed with technique
* Is concern for one’s own growth
· Works with symptomatic people
* Works with motivated people
· Betters or improves the condition
* Matures the system
· Seek symptomatic relief
* Seeks enduring change
· Is concerned to give insight
* Is concerned to define self (takes stands)
· Is stuck on treadmill of trying harder
* Is fed up with the treadmill
· Diagnoses others
* Looks at one’s own stuckness
· Is quick to quit difficult situations
* Is challenged by difficult situations
· Is made anxious by reactivity
* Recognizes that reactivity and sabotage are 

   evidence of one’s effectiveness

· Has a reductionist perspective
* Has a universal perspective
· Sees problems as the cause of anxiety
* Sees problems as the focus of preexisting 



   anxiety                     
· Adapts towards the weak
* Adapts towards strength
· Focuses empathically on helpless victims
* Has a challenging attitude that encourages


   responsibility

· Is more likely to create dependent relationships
* Is more likely to create intimate relationships
Case study learnings by Edwin Friedman using these principles to make a critical health decision (pages 233 – 247)
Management of Information  (pages 239 – 240)
· Having information and expertise does not take the place of making decisions.  The reason is that the experts are not always clear with you about: what a fact is, what a hypothesis is, and what a finding is.
· Findings are based on a particular research method.
· Are prognoses based on a person’s individual condition or statistical averages?
· When should you decide you have enough information to make a decision?
Management of the Relationship system (page 241)

· It is important to pay attention to the relational networks of physicians and self, including their relationships with one another.  Not only might this contribute to the desired outcome, but it also would keep one de-triangled and would affect one’s own clarity.

· After making a chart of everyone he consulted, he noticed all the triangles he had gotten involved in, and tried to detriangle himself.
Management of Anxiety (pages 242 – 243)

· It is important to inject humor and to keep things loose
· The looser your presence is, the looser everyone’s relationships will be with you and one another.
Management of Self (pages 243 -246)

1. The effort to remain clear

2. The management of my own anxiety

3. The effort to remain de-triangled

4. The determination to be responsible and decisive

5. Practices for self-regulation: (1) remember the sense of adventure; (2) deep breathing

6. Principles to use in times of crisis

· Keep up your functioning; don’t let crisis become the axis around which your world revolves

· Develop a support system outside of the work system, such as professional helpers, family and friends

· Stay focused on long-term goals

· Practice deep breathing, prayer or meditation

· Listen to your body

· Watch the triangles

· Work out the balance between being responsible for self and being labeled obstreperous.

· Keep the system loose through humor

· It’s time to make decisions when the same question brings no new information

· Accept the possibility that your own functioning brought it on, which means that you may be able to influence your recuperation

Tension in leadership during a crisis (pages 245 – 246)
· To the extent that one is continually working at self-differentiation, one is more likely to avoid the extremes of the tensions.

· The keys to self-regulation in crisis is understanding that it is appropriate to go in different directions at different times and (2) being able to go in one direction or the other without triggering a counterbalancing reaction.

Tensions in leadership during a crisis

· Lean on others  -------------------------------------
* Stay accountable
· Get information -------------------------------------
* Be decisive

· Keep distance ---------------------------------------
* Stay connected

· Do not avoid ----------------------------------------
* Do not try to solve

· Keep up functioning -------------------------------
* Refrain from avoiding or denying

· Maintain commitment to see it through ---------
* Do not let it become the axis of life

· Be willing to risk, take chances ------------------
* Regulate reactivity

· Work at being objective ---------------------------
* Honor perversity

· Appreciate loneliness ------------------------------
* Do not cut off

· Stay in triangles ------------------------------------
* Do not get triangle

The question of sabotage  (pages 247 – 248)
· Leaders endure two different kinds of crises.  One has little to do with their functioning.  The other is precipitated by the leader’s own leadership, and is due to the leader’s own success at self-differentiation.
· Success at self-differentiation triggers reactivity which results in sabotage.
· Dealing with sabotage should be seen as part and parcel of the leadership process itself.
· The tendency of any leader when faced with this kind of crisis is to cease doing all that which had gone into differentiation.  At this moment the adaptation pattern is likely to reverse itself and go in the direction of the most dependent and scared, which is regression.  This is when the leader may have a failure of nerve and experience a strong temptation to seek a quick fix.
· Only after having first brought about a change and then subsequently endured the resultant sabotage will the leader be able to feel truly successful.
