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Family Systems 
Connections …

Past is Present is Future is Past



Family 
Dynamics



Family Systems 
Theory

Key terms … For families but can also be 
applied to organizations/systems.

§ Nuclear Family ... Family of Origin

§ Invisible Loyalties

§ Symptom Bearer ... Identified Patient

§ Feedback and Reciprocal Causation

§ Status Quo

§ Secrets 



Boundaries

§ The line between where I stop and 
where someone (or something) else 

begins.

§ These can be solid or mushy

§ These can radiate out with levels of 
accessibility depending on trust, roles, 
life experiences, timing, and day-to-

day energy.

§ These can be reasonable or 
unreasonable, depending on one’s 
point of view.

§ It is the ability to have a choice in 
saying yes/no/maybe.



Family of Origin 
Patterns



Fusion
v

Cutoff

Enmeshment  vs  Disengagement
§ Fusion – boundaries are blurred or non-existent. 

Separation creates anxiety and there is strong pull to 
return to status quo.  Return to roles, values, invisible 
loyalties, restrictive ways of thinking and acting.

§ Disengagement – boundaries are rigid with little or 
no support or interaction among family members. 
Can be done by individual attempting to separate, or 
as punishment to pull a family member back in.

§ Relationship between the two – Spectrum and/or 
mobius strip of emotional connection 



Anxiety 
Transmission

Anxiety –
A necessary life force that can be understood as an Electrical Distribution 
System.  It can provide healthy power and motivation, or it can overpower 

and “blow out” the system.  Aspects of “non-anxious” presence are helpful 
and can ”transform” the power so that it becomes useful. 



Triangulation 
& Anxiety 
Shifting

Triangulation –
Normal and most stable of dynamics

§ If two are getting along, then the 3rd is more 
on the “out” or neutral position …like a 
functioning bicycle.

§ If two are in conflict, then the 3rd is brought in 
to relieve stress, anxiety, or conflict that exists 
between the other two…like bent frame 
bicycle.

§ 3rd can become focus (i.e. identified patient) 
or can become recipient/conduit for anxiety 
… expanding the network of anxiety and 
conflict.

§ Things can become triangulated as well (ex. 
alcohol, work, church, sports)



Family Systems Theory

Self-Differentiation
§ The ability to assume responsibility for one’s own 

behavior, thoughts, feelings, without needing to 

assume responsibility for another’s.  A person with 
clear, but flexible boundaries.

§ The ability to “stand alongside” another without 
becoming enmeshed or disengaged.

§ Look for the person who is most self-differentiated 

in the system, thus who has the most capacity to 
transform self AND the system.



“Expectations are pre-meditated resentments.” 

What are your holiday expectations?  
What resentments have resulted?



* Grief & Loss
* Trauma and After effects

* Chronic vs Acute Experiences
*Personal … Familial … Societal



Setting Boundaries
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Maintaining Boundaries



Coping 
Strategies

§ Silence is always an option, or you can engage if feeling grounded

§ Observer Location: self-aware & slightly removed

§ “isn’t that interesting” place of curiosity

§ Be a “transformer” in the electrical anxiety grid – converting the power so that 
it becomes useable

§ Be aware of unhealthy triangulation that places you in position to ”fix” or “hold 
information” about something that’s not yours

§ “Not my circus, not my monkey” – you don’t have to be in charge or fix it

§ Identify in advance how you want to show up with your family and/or friends –
wear a pin or bring a token in your pocket as a physical reminder.

§ Identify in advance your own & others’ expectations of what “should” happen,
thus what sets you up for resentment & hurt. Adjust your expectations.

§ Be aware of spoken as well as unspoken losses, grief, past traumas or secrets.

§ Know your boundaries, and what is your healthiest boundary to hold.

§ Devise an “exit strategy” ahead of time – drive own car, step outside, limit time 

§ Remember to breathe … deeply.  4-count breathing exercise (In-hold-Out-hold)

§ Breath Prayer – practice a lot before you go so your body has muscle memory.

§ 1. Breathe in saying your name for the Holy - (Spirit, Jesus, Light, Holy One, God)

§ 2. Breathe out with a 2-word prayer “ ___________ me”  (Guide me, nurture me)





Thank you!

Rev. Elizabeth Denham Thompson
Eremos Consulting Group
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