PY 555 Reaction Papers

This handout will serve as the set of instructions for the nine reaction papers you must complete
for this class.

Purpose

The reaction papers should demonstrate the student’s ability to process his/her internal responses
personally and professionally. The ability to reflect upon and process feelings and thoughts —
supported by informed information - is an important skill. Any sources used in the paper should
be properly documented using the format provided by the Publication Manual of the American
Psychological Association. Graduate level spelling, grammar and style are expected, and grades
will be greatly reduced if written expression is poorly presented.

Objectives
1. The assimilate the information from the weekly topic into a broader understanding of
Systems Theory

2. Demonstrate the ability to present research from multiple sources into a single, coherent
research document.

Preparation Instructions

1. Compose your Reaction Paper in Microsoft Word or a compatible word processing
application.

2. The paper should be formatted and typed using Times New Roman, 12-point font, single-
spaced, and one-inch margins (no exceptions).

3. The length of the paper should be one page in length (page number does not include the
title page or references pages).

4. Use APA 6th edition formatting and use a minimum of 2 references.

Content Instructions
1. Write a one-page reaction paper reflecting upon your understanding of the weekly
chapters.
2. Please keep in mind that a reaction paper is not a summary of what the author wrote but
rather your analysis and critique of the presented topic.

Submission Instructions
« Save this assignment as “fname_Iname_reaction_paper_chp#.doc.” (i.e.,
john_smith_reaction_paper_chp2.doc). Replace the # symbol with the chapter number.
« Access the Assignments link located on the Course Menu to upload the final document as
an attachment to the Reaction Paper Chapter # drop box by the due date listed on the
Course Schedule. Replace the # symbol with the chapter number.



CHAPTER 2

Context

VEN IF YOU have heard the story of the blind men and the elephant,

it bears repeating. Most sources trace it back to India, and it

shows up in Sufi, Buddhist, Jain, and Hindu traditions. Even
coming from these different perspectives, the basics of the story are
pretty consistent. A group of blind men are studying under a learned
religious leader. They are instructed to go and observe as much as they
can about an elephant. The seven blind men go in to observe the
elephant, and then the teacher returns to quiz them. One of them says,
“I know all about an elephant. An elephant is like a tree trunk; an
elephant has a 40-inch diameter, it’s sturdy, and it's strong.” The next
one says, “No, no, no, you are incorrect! An elephant is like a wall, it’s
broad, and it doesn’t have that circumference. You're right that it is
sturdy, but you've got the shape all wrong.” Then the next student says,
“I don’t know how you could be so misguided. An elephant is like a
rope, it's full of fibers and it's bristly.” So of course, they all start
arguing among themselves about the true nature of an elephant. The
teacher listens for a while, then stops all of them in their tracks and
makes one of my favorite statements: “You are all right and you are all
wrong. You all describe the elephant, but none of you know the true
nature of an elephant. An elephant is all of these things, but none of
these things is an elephant.”

MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES

The story illustrates the systemic concept of context in a couple of
dlflferent ways. On the most basic level, the story shows the fallacy in
trying to understand the true nature of any type of phenomenon. Our
perceptions will always be somewhat limited, and so certainly having a

13




narrower perspective is going to be problematic, and yet how do we
have a perspective that is not narrow? The task of creating a sufficiently
broad perspective often seems almost impossible. Part of what we learn
from the story is that any understanding of reality is always limited by
our own individual context, thus our understanding depends on the
part of the elephant directly in front of us. In therapy, it is hard for me to
forget this story, because so frequently, people in couples and families
are similar to the blind men studying the elephant. It is not uncommon
for me to hear an argument similar to the following;

“You need to be more firm and disciplined with our kids. They walk
all over you! How are they going to learn to take care of themselves
when you do everything for them? You've got to tell them no, and
make them follow through on their chores. It is our job to be sure
that they are competent and responsible.”

“But you are always yelling and screaming, telling them what they
are doing wrong. Family life is supposed to be warm and pleasant,
not like boot camp. You are always ordering them around! I want
them to feel content and good about themselves.”

The irony of this argument is that it is highly likely that both parents
are right. Like the blind men arguing about whether an elephant is a
tree trunk or a rope, from a distance one can see that it doesn’t make
sense for parents to argue about whether children should develop
responsibility or self-esteem, that it is almost certain that parents
ultimately want children to have both. But systems theory also helps
us understand the inevitability of multiple perspectives, in that each of
us will base our understanding of any situation on our direct experi-
ence, which will be influenced by a number of contextual factors. In
systems theory, this shift in perspective allows us to examine the
difference between “either/or” and “both/and”’ kinds of thinking,
When we engage in ““both/and"”’ thinking, the questions we ask begin
to change. Instead of which perspective is correct, we can ask, “How do
these two things relate to each other? What context does each person
draw from in presenting a perspective? What is the possible overlap
between perspectives, and how do they differ? When does this per-
spective fit best, and when does it fit least?” So with the arguing
parents, we would want to know: “When does structure work well in
this family, and when does support work well? How does the idea
of order and responsibility relate to the idea of care and self esteem?
How could these values begin to complement each other, rather than

competing against each other?”” Referring back to the elephant story, it
is easy to see that to understand the nature of the elell:vhant, the_multxple
observers are going to have to listen to each others perspectives. The
parallels to human relationships are profoux_ld: the recognition that to
truly understand a problem in context, it is imperative to listen to the
perspective of each person involved_ in th_e problem. .

The notion of multiple perspectives is also fo'undaljlongl to the
practice of psychotherapy. Being able to say toa client, “I think there
is more than one way to look at this” is a fascmat}ng part.of our role as
therapists. Often, patients become mired in their experience of their
problems and can’t take a step back to see alternatives. We ar«;
implicitly invited to examine the problem in the broader.context o
the client’s life, in the context of our expertise as psychologists, and in
the context of our own experience with the client. We are actually
allowed to be the wise person in the story and to share our metaper-
spective on the patient’s issues. The trick is, of course, that once we are
asked to act as the wise person in the story, we sometimes start to
believe that we can actually see and understand the whole elep.hant. It
is one thing to be able to say, “Have you looked at that from a different
vantage point? There’s more than one way to look at your sttruggle; let's
try another perspective,” but from there it can be surprisingly easy to
believe that we know our clients’ reality better .th.an they c!o. While 1
applaud the wish for big-picture thinking. that.ls 1.nh.erent in systems
theory, the fact that each of our perspectives is 11rmtgd by our own
context is equally essential in the theory. As we will see in greater depth
when we talk about culture and postmodernist apprqaches in Chap'ter
8, there is a complex balancing act involvgd in using the expertise
gained from our theoretical knowledge whl}e also empowering our
clients to develop their own expertise—especially when they are more
familiar with a different part of the elephant.

MEANINGFUL WHOLES

Not only does systems theory recognize mult.iple perspectivgs, there is
a second concept tied to the idea of context in systems that is equally
foundational. The other concept is nonsummativity, a term used to
describe the phenomenon that the whole is greater tl‘fan the sum of
its parts (Watzlawick, Bavelas, & Jackson, 1967). This is ano.ther idea
that is not new, as it is frequently traced to the Greek }?h.llosopher
Aristotle (Hanson, 1995). Part of the notion of non§ummat1v1ty can be
understood through our human tendency to organize phenomena into



Figure 2.1 Young girl/old woman perceptual shift

meaningful wholes. Looking back to Gestalt psychology early in the
20th century, we are reminded of Max Wertheimer’s work on human
perception (King & Wertheimer, 2005; Wertheimer, 1959). This work
illustrated the way that our brains will fill in the necessary information
so that an ambiguous picture will make sense. One exercise used
.repe.antedly to demonstrate perceptual wholes starts with the picture
in Fl'gure 2.1 and asks people to state what they see. This figure is
credited to W:E. Hill, who published it in the Puck humor magazine in
1915 (.Welsstem, 2010). Generally, subjects see either a young woman
(who is turned away from the observer, with a fairly strong chin and a
neckl.ace) or an old woman, with a large nose, looking down
Th.IS type of exercise is fascinating because we can observe a. rocess

that is typically unconscious as we make sense of our worlcf Most
people Tnaturally perceive one image or the other, showing tﬂat we

1mmedla}tely organize the drawing into something coherent. This helps

to explan? why we get too attached to the idea that our part of tII:e

elephant is the whole—our perception has organized it this way. For
many people, seeing the other version of the picture involves chany in,
the Interpretation given to various aspects of the drawing T}gnesg
exercises show the ways that our perceptions can shift, soﬁetimes

suddenly, when the context around them shifts. When I have a student
who has a hard time seeing one of the two images, I try to have them
identify one piece of the drawing, knowing that then the context will
shift around it and that the perspective will then become whole. If they
are able to see the old woman, for example, I might focus on having
them see her nose as the young woman’s chin. Rather than simply
focusing on the new whole (it is a young woman; don’t you see her?),
the ability to start with a key part of an object and then build a new
whole seems central to our perception. This focus on other parts of the
whole helps us to modify what we see as figure (in the foreground) and
what we see as ground (in the background.) I find this shift in figure-
ground perception similar to what happens in psychotherapy, as
clients attend to the things that they find most significant and impor-
tant. Looking at issues from multiple vantage points often allows a
significant change in perspective, as the perception is organized into a
new whole. Once the shift takes place, it can also be surprisingly
difficult to return to the original perception.

A similar way of looking at nonsummativity is to examine the ways
that groups of objects become whole entities. Laszlo (1972) makes the
distinction between heaps and wholes, noting that a bowl of peanuts is
a heap, but a peanut plant is a whole. Going back to our definition of a
system, we see that a bowl of peanuts is not an organized entity that is
maintained by the interaction of its parts, but clearly a peanut plant
meets that definition. Deciding whether a group of people meets the
definition of a system can be more difficult. As we examine the concept
of non-summativity, it is easier to see the kinds of interactions and
relationships that turn groups into a whole. We all know about that
type of synergy that occurs in some groups, where a certain mixture of
people creates a feeling or atmosphere that couldn’t be predicted by
knowing the individual members. Anyone who studies organizations
and teams is also aware of the effect of getting just the right dynamic
between players to maximize success. It doesn’t mean that the individ-
ual parts aren’t important, yet often what we seek in groups is the
feeling of being part of something larger. Living in Chicago during the
ascendance of Michael Jordan on the Bulls professional basketball
team, I was fascinated to see the interplay between individual per-
formance and group performance. Of course, any team would benefit
from having a world-class player like Michael Jordan, yet initially his
individual skills were not enough to guarantee success. Under Coach
Phil Jackson, however, something on the team began to change. With
leadership, time, and practice, somehow these individual teammates



;vege able to function much of the time as a cohesive whole. As an
‘:j I:nestilial‘i, f;xl’udkxciﬁws, t'he Chhicago teams headed by Jackson ultimately
ampionships. In this instance, it
wl;(\),l; Iwas greater than the sum of the parts <% T was clear that the
ile the concept of viewing a s listi

: ystem holistically ma -
f;ctly Ioglcfa\l on .the surface, we need to remember th};t a gr::f g;eﬁe;f
OnzsgiThiC}ence dIS bas;ed on exactly the opposite concept. To go back to

ounders of systems thinking, Ludwi B
know that much of our experi ’ i based o o
: perimental procedure is based on isoiati

phené)mena from their environment in order to reduce variabil(i);n’lll‘cg)
gut Bertalanffy’s worldvi.ew in context, the practice of biology V.NaS
lai?maltge;i Py two opposing forces at the time of his training (Berta-
‘ fy, 1968; Davidson, 1983). The first perspective, materialism, pos-

(4

suggests a master plan with a purposeful, final
The brilliance of Bertalanffy’s a vas that it alt
; ! pproach was that it ultimately brid
theselperspthves by offering a third way to look at biology. Ra);h; tl%Zrdn
:Lrtr:l;; 1ﬁryali;rgum% wI;letll':(;;y the mechanistic or the vitalistic approach was
ly true, Bertala took a step back to examine the

;:hese_ldeas relate to each other and to see what the ideas don"tv :gcsirtetzt
In iomg s0, he noted tha.t one major problem with the mechanistic view;
1 that it works better with closed Systems than with open systems. In

essential parts so that we can understand it, and of course, that method

1olIc’:fgylhas given us great scientific advances. Yet the be;uty of Bexia:

Iia 'fy.s ob*.servahon . abou_t Open systems is that he identified the
mitations involved in seeing parts outside the context of the whole.

LIMITATIONS OF LINEAR VIEWS

Scientists today continue to struggle with the limitations of this linear
approach. One of my favorite examples comes from Michael Pollan
(2006, 2008), who writes about the ways that an increase in the study of
nutrition has actually led to a greater number of diet-related ailments.
We are all familiar with the reversals in diet recommendations over the
past few decades, but Pollan sheds light on the flawed science that leads
to these fallacies. Using a reductionistic premise, scientists work to
break food down into its elemental chemical components and then use
this knowledge of the basic chemical process to address some type of an
ailment. This logic has been used to address problems of obesity, and
the application of this logic has had some surprising results. If we know
that fat has more calories per gram than carbohydrates or proteins, then
it would be logical to reduce the fat in foods, thereby reducing the
caloric content. It should benefit both the health of the public and the
profitability of the food industry to develop and market low-fat foods.
Yet the unintended consequence of this seemingly sound scientific
approach was an increase in the national levels of obesity. As Pollan
points out, we don’t know why this approach didn’t work, but there are
ample examples to suggest that this linear, reductionistic approach to
studying diet and nutrition is inherently flawed.

An open systems approach would address the problem of obesity
differently. Rather than trying to isolate the high-calorie components of
the American diet and replace them with lower calorie substitutes, an
open systems approach would look at obesity more holistically, trying
to examine the ways that the pieces fit together. The diet and exercise
patterns of people struggling with obesity might be compared with
those who don’t struggle, not only to look for single contributing factors
(high-fat diet) but also to look for patterns of difference. For example,
an open systems approach might look at the interplay between type
and amount of food eaten, timing and amount of exercise, and family
patterns in weight stability and weight gain over time.

Of course, by making the picture bigger rather than smaller, many of
these questions can become overwhelming. While it is logical from a
both/and perspective to say that heredity, number of calories con-
sumed, freshness of foods eaten, culture of origin, daily duration of
exercise, and daily intensity of exercise all interact to determine one’s
actual weight, this picture neither tells us what other variables we
might be omitting nor tells us where to start in addressing the problem.
Do we need to modify our patients’ DNA, put them on a walking



schedule, or stop them from eating processed foods to help them
lose weight?

CONTEXTUAL CONNECTIONS

The good news about applying a systems perspective to problems is
that there are so many ways to put the problem in context. It reminds
me of our new ability to find places on Google Earth: The program
starts with a view of an entire hemisphere and then moves to smaller
and smaller increments to end with a picture of a specific residence.
Going through Google Earth provides a graphic, almost visceral
experience of the parts/wholes nature of systems theory, as you
can see that your neighborhood is part of your town, your street is
part of your neighborhood, and your residence is part of your street.
Such a perspective evokes the work of Uri Bronfenbrenner (1979), a
developmental psychologist whose model was known as the ecological
systems theory.

The model, depicted in Figure 2.2, shows that an individual child is
embedded in a variety of environments at all times and that it would be
a mistake to try to understand the individual without taking these
contextual variables into account. In this application of the model, each
context has a different level of influence on the particular issues that
bring the system to treatment. While not all variables are addressed in
treatment, the ability to look at all of these levels provides a richer, more
realistic view of the factors that maintain the problem.

Using this contextual model, we can look at the case of Ryan, age 16,
whose parents came to see me in therapy. Ryan had recently been
diagnosed with a learning disorder, and the psychologist who tested
Ryan referred his parents to me for couples therapy. Ryan’s academic
performance was slightly below avera ge, but he was doing fine socially,
performing well in sports, and holding a leadership position in student
government. He had a good relationship with his sister, Erin, age 13,
whose academic performance was at the top of her class and who was
also performing well in her extracurricular activities. His recent diag-
nosis helped explain why his academic performance wasn’t better, an
issue that caused long-term conflict between his parents.

This couple was Lisa, 44, a litigator fora large local law firm, and Bill,
43, who practiced real estate law for a small firm. Lisa was from the East
Coast and grew up ina large, working-class, Irish Catholic family. Lisa
attended private schools on scholarship throughout her academic
career. She has received medication for struggles with depression
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Figure 2.2 Adaption of Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Model Applied to a
Family System. Bronfenbrenner, 1979.

i various points of her adult life. Bill grew up in a small
?;:31? irz(%/?lt}}r’o?:linag. His i?ather was the presic'ient of the loFal l?ank, while
his mother was involved in many charlt.able m:gamzatlons,bsom?
affiliated with their Protestant church.. Bill received a num erI o
tutoring services throughout his schoohng,' and now that }I}yal\ln has
been diagnosed with a learning disorder, Bill jbeh.evgs that he as ari
undiagnosed learning disability based on their similar Fxcademéc x;le
cords. Lisa describes herself as driven .and hardwqumg, 1;11111 fs 1e
strives to pass along a strong work ethic to her c:hlldren.h 1ee s
that his success has come from his interper§onal skills, and : g vIa{ ues
being warm and friendly. Lisa feels that Bill does not provi ?D 1 yfag;
with enough structure and needs to l:lold him more accountable ;
academic progress, while Bill wants Lisa to be more encouraging an

supportive to Ryan.



As we go through each piece of additional information, you can see
that each contextual variable might change the focus of the therapy
in some way. For example, we might say that Bill and Lisa were
born with different temperaments, and that she is programmed to
be more vigilant and strict, while Bill may have a harder time
providing structure and order. Or we might say that working in dif-
ferent legal settings causes Bill and Lisa to look at their household
structure and climate differently. One could argue that their religious
traditions have emphasized different aspects of the parenting role,
or one could say that their regional backgrounds make it difficult
for them to understand each other. This list could g0 on, as we move
to examine all of the potential contextual parts that contribute to the
whole problem.

For the clinician, the issue of context increases the possibilities for
intervention but can also increase the possibility of confusion and lack
of clarity. As you will see throughout the book, systems concepts work
best together and there are different therapeutic strategies that are
aligned with particular theories than can help us select the most salient
elements of context. But seeing the client or client system as an open
system, as well as taking the time to focus on various elements of con-
text, is a worthwhile antidote to the limitations caused by our biases.
Taking this idea one step further, we also see that psychotherapy itself
is a contextual process. I especially enjoy the work of Michael Karson
(2008), who uses his knowledge of performance theory to explore the
ways that clinicians use their role to either maximize or limit their
effectiveness in the room. Applying a systemic lens, Karson notes that
dyadic therapy is in essence a couples therapy experience, as the
context of the interaction is created by what both parties bring to
the relationship. An open systems view highlights the fact that both
client and therapist are changed by their work together.

SEEING PROBLEMS IN CONTEXT

One therapy approach that is practically synonymous with context
is Murray Bowen’s (Bowen, 1985; Nichols & Schwartz, 2001). While
Bowen’s approach certainly rests heavily on an understanding of
family dynamics, it is one of the family therapy approaches that is
most frequently practiced with individuals. Further, Bowen modeled
an open systems perspective through his candid discussion of work
that he did with his own family. For Bowen, one of the key elements of
understanding the human psyche was to look at the interplay between

the individual and the group. His theory provides a foundatlorlzal view
of the relationship between parts and wholes, as he focused on the ways
that individuals simultaneously strive for autonomy anc} .mtlmalcy.
According to Bowen, systems work best When they explicitly v}? ue
the needs of both the group and the individual and when they ave
group norms that allow communication aboyt these needs. iowen s
work exemplifies the use of multiple Ferspec’aves and shows the ways
ional families are open systems. o
thaéofvltz;t,l%r(;m in 1913, was I;n analytically trained Psychmtr;st who
became intrigued with the ways that :famlly_ dynamics .contrl‘;utet to
individual psychopathology. As men'tmned in the previous ¢ ag: er12
Bowen did research on schizophrenia for.the National Inst;ltude ﬂ?
Mental Health between 1954 and 1959.(N1c1}ols, 2(?10) al:“.i aWh'le
opportunity to observe patients interacting with the.1r famlhgs. y i ﬁ
the prevailing notions of the time indlcat.ed that schizophrenia deve
oped through the early interactions with .the mcher, Bowen wta?
intrigued by the ways that current interactions might keep syrcrlq:)t }(1)
matic behavior alive. Bowen also expanded the focus l:?eyon 1 (i
mother to include the entire family, and rather than lgokmg only a
early childhood experiences, he looked at the unconscious processes
that continue to exist between family members at any given tgne.th
Bowen is one of the family therapists known for dgvelopmg ‘le
genogram (Bowen, 1985; Kerr & Bowen, 1988), a tool to diagram fan'}l y
membership and relationships, with shapes apd lines representmlg
each member of the system and their recia.tlolr:\.shxpetg ;)thers. A sample
f Ryan'’s family is presented in Figure 2.3.
ge?r? gtﬁrsnv()isua}; represent);\tion of the family context, Bow<.en1 stated
that to truly understand a person’s struggles, it was essentia Bto see
the problems in the context of at least three gengrgtxon}s;. : owerf
borrowed from his psychodynamic roots by e.rr.xphasmng t I?I 111;111:')0111‘
tance of unconscious processes that bind fam1}1e§ together. e 1gt;h-
lighted the patterns of shared beliefs and anxieties by exploring the

family genogram.

BELONGING AND IDENTITY, THINKING AND FEELING

One of Bowen'’s key concepts is that of differentiation (Bowgn, _1?(815),1a
term that he uses in two different ways. Bowex:t stated that individua ds
who are differentiated have the ability to experience kfoth ?loseness an

individuality and to utilize both thoughts a.nd emotions in prcf)ceslsmg
their experience. Both ideas have interesting ramifications for how
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Figure 2.3 Bill and Lisa's Three-Generational Genogram.

g;ef?ple bgh:ave in the context of relationships. Through the concept of
d erel}tlanorg, Bowen provided an interesting perspective on the
ynamic tension between the human needs for autonomy and inti-

1bed someone as being differentiated if the indjvid-
}Aal. had an established, separate identity and simultaneoulsllly l;lac:i

. : s theory, i
particular, note that the idea of differentiation is a powerful anti}c,io?;

to the overly individual focus of Western psychology, as the concept
sfrc;?:t;i ;ubalir/}ce betweefllm the needs of the individual and the neegs
p. More specifically, for Bowen, a healil i
promote differentiation by providin inities for rlosenoes wnd
: & opportunities for closeness and
connection and also by valuing the uni i iti ou
‘ ue identities of each
member. Sometimes these values ; ol
. can be expressed simul
while at other times the " Dut bty
_ Y are expressed sequentially, but i
theix/'le are times when these values result in 2onﬂict. é ebviously
autozgy schc;lo_ls _of thought highlight the inherent tension between
my and intimacy, yet Bowen’s concept of differentiation does an

especially nice job of providing a big-picture view of this struggle.
Bowen notes that some relationships may appear to be overly close, or
fused, because there is no room for the needs of the individual. At the
other extreme are relationships that are estranged or cut off, but Bowen
points out that both patterns represent a lack of differentiation.

I find the concept of differentiation so helpful because in therapy, it is
common to hear one of the two following comments:

“I've resolved my issues with my family. I know this becauseI finally
stopped speaking to them.”

“I don’t have issues with my family. We talk all the time, and we
never have disagreements.”

Bowen's concept of differentiation not only shows the flaws in the
logic of each of these statements but also emphasizes the way that each
of these strategies addresses the same underlying dynamic. As we
would expect in the both/and nature of systems theory, autonomy and
intimacy work best as complementary concepts. The more a person
feels grounded and accepted in a secure relationship, the more she will
be able to express and be true to her identity. Similarly, the more a
person has developed a distinct and congruent identity, the more he
will be able to experience authentic intimacy.

Bowen also used the term differentiation to describe the ability to
separate thoughts and feelings and to use thoughts and feelings
together in a constructive manner. At times Bowen’s approach is
judged to be overly cerebral, with too much emphasis on moving
away from reactive emotion, but a careful reading of the theory high-
lights the need for both affect and cognition. Similar to the need for
individuals to be distinct yet connected, Bowen believed that problems
were exacerbated when individuals could not distinguish between
thoughts and feelings. Without this distinction, we are prone either
to react impulsively based on our feeling state or to intellectualize
problems and become overly rational. A more differentiated perspec-
tive allows us to think through problems and employ the benefit of our
reasoning abilities, while also tuning in to our feelings and using the
wisdom of our emotional reactions.

While Bowen advocated clear and direct communication to facilitate
differentiation in systems, he also pointed out our tendency to avoid
direct communication through triangulation. While many systems
approaches discuss the importance of triangulation, Bowen outlined
the development and maintenance of problematic triangles in helpful



—7 - ovew sy 10 Bowen, one way for two people to address the community involvement. There was a scandal in the family when Bill

a ec=" _ Lent 'ar’lfaett)}’\ aCSISOCIated with cor_lﬂlct between them ig by “trian- was a teel?;ger, as after his grandfather died, it became char that the
N> ting in al é’l perso:fm If we think about human nature, we can  grandfather had had a mistress for many years. This woman was wel]
g\ gIhat one relia he way of creating a connection with another Person  provided for in the grandfather’s will and was persuaded by the family
o do it at another’s expense There is ample evidence in the social  to sell her share of the assets and move away. The family has not

» to know that  discussed this issue since it occurred. Bill’s family tends to be polite,
oup in cordial, and emotionally inexpressive, 4
Lisa is the oldest of five children. Her grandparents on both sides

cC en goes further in helping us understand that phen immi i i
Bo 0N enemy in more deptloang highlights the & Iif)ﬁ lomenon of the Immigrated to thg United States from Ireland in the early 1920s. Her
o of dynamic. According to b 8 tHiculty in changing  father drove a city bus, and her mother worked part-time as a
Cc L type yn - According to Owen, when Some'kmd of conflict  hairdresser. Her siblings now live in different parts of the country

and have varying levels of professional success. One of her sisters
and one of her brothers graduated from law school, and both have

2 éi‘; m:;zadi (;1; ::e?'are eSSSSLng;he conflict directly, it Is easier to find 5 accused of stealing from one of his employers and also received a
S p oy ness by l'll:lgll:lg Someone else into the conflict. = pUI. These events often lead to emotional scenes in the family, either
anxiety of the original conflict Is then reduced because there is

Thé . : . ) A in person or on the phone. At these times, Lisa is called in to strategize
a sef‘tsﬁe%i f\lilsilcotﬁa‘ima};tﬁle hk‘znlllmded person and a sense of cutoff abgut fixing whatever problem her brother has created, and to calm

gro™ Tocom Iicatep o er,?llll It1 €system onceagain restg Inasteady  the emotional upheaval in the family. Consequently, Lisa has mixed
state: lati I; matters further, Bowen says that systems that use  feelings about the family’s inability to handle these problems without
¢ riangr V(:fl}tl(? mt?nage anxiety are prone to many levels of shiftin her help.

(riang s ;1 ‘111111 1€se systems, we havg the experience of shiftin Referring to Bill and Lisa’s genogram, we see the counterpoint of
c alltl‘:jnsi Which temporarily reduces anxiety but never truly resolves family resilience and family challenge. It can be easy to focus only on
¢he underlying anxiety or the conflict. the problems in the family, and yet Bowen's approach encourages us to

look at our ability to gain strength from reworking family relationships.
REWORKING THE LEGACY In this case, Bill and Lisa are stuck in chronic relational conflict over
their different parenting styles, which have become more polarized as

return t i i
e can © the case of Bill and Lisa to look at how Bowen would their children enter adolescence. By focusing on the family context, we

4 in, 13. Bill is the When Lisa wants order, structure, and productivity, she is expressing
the values that have helped her move forward and achieve success. At
the same time, Bill values cordia] relationships and keeping the peace.
He wants relationships to feel harmonious and supportive,

To start with a both/and approach, we can understand why each of
these positions is valid and compelling for Lisa and Bill, but Bowen'’s






Peatiag e o 1 e OSHIEL. VN A cOnceptual
-5 elr We see unresolved issues in each family that make it harlgl for

d?a,l of conversation and contact between family members, but like
Bill’s family, thg patterns that exist between family membelfs change

.

very httlg over time. On a more practical level, the lack of differentia-
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an angry, emotional way, and Bill’s famy] i
Sistars yoptoodon 1ly responds with perplexed,
A recent event served ag a microcosm for a]l i
. : Ve of these interactions,
Lisa apd Bill were driving to see Bill’s family and celebrate his f:thc;?i
70th bu'rthday. As the p!ans were being made, it became clear that Ryan
was going to have to miss one of his SAT preparation classes to leave in

that they would miss the Friday dinner and would join the events on
Saturday, highlighting the importance of Ryan preparing for college
and following through with his commitments. When Bill stated that
Ryan has already done adequate preparation, Lisa became angry and
was quite negative about Ryan’s academic skills. She called her mother,
who reinforced Lisa’s view that Bill was too easy on the children. In the
meantime, Ryan stormed out of the house after yelling at his mother for
being so critical and unsupportive. In the end, Lisa backed down and
the family went to the Friday night gathering. As expected, Bill was
cordial and positive toward his family, showing no sign of the stress
that preceded the event, while Lisa was on edge and subtly rude. The
interactions once again confirm the family pattern: Lisa is emotional
and angry and makes her point but ultimately doesn’t feel effective. Bill
absorbs Lisa’s anger but doesn’t really work with her and ends up
glossing over the problem rather than addressing it directly.

So what would Bowen do with this couple? If we are thinkin
systemically, it is clear that a change in the individual will affect the
systemand that a change in the system will affect the individual. In this
instance, the couple has presented for therapy, so the emphasis will be
on improving the couple relationship by helping each member of the
couple become more differentiated. The first step in the process is to
share the genogram with the couple and get their reactions. While this
might seem like a preliminary step, it tends to be a powerful interven-
tion in its own right. One of the goals of doing the genogram is to put
the problem in a broader context. Using this couple as an example,
Bill believes the problem is Lisa’s negativity and rigidity, while Lisa
believes that the problem is Bill's avoidance and lack of responsibility.
Rather than defining the problems as behaviors, the couple starts the
process by defining the problem as the other person. Yet doing the
genogram allows the couple to see that the behavior makes sense in
the context of family dynamics. In addition, the genogram allows the
couple to redefine the problem: They can see directly that the problem
is that they don’t know how to work together for the benefit of their
children, instead choosing to repeat the legacies of unproductive
conflict and avoidance. They can see that several family patterns are
going to make it challenging for them to work together but will
ultimately make this change possible. So while it might appear that
doing the genogram is simply creating a visual representation of the
family, the process of completing the genogram necessitates reflection
and curiositv and ceneratec inciahé
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o otg e explanaton of the genogram, the therapist w.
! . ] , ould hel
the couple discuss practical ways to increase their diffelx?entiation. If wl::

with each other, as well as with thejr families of origin i

. : . When i
ng:ﬁdaﬁ:t; t:;eg tsac;; R).rta}:‘;]’?’s. l?ral;ies a;lnd test scoresg,1 she can leI:xi? tls

th with bill about her fear as well as her
addition, she can try to better integrate her th oy o
using .mf‘orma‘tion and affect toget%er. Rather 212511: t:i;xr;jl f(:eslill%:.by
;};:; aB;iIﬁls try;lng toltcxlndirmine her attempts to support l)éyan’s Sg:’%
T oraton, she could ask Bill to help her find out exact] h
will miss in Friday afternoon’s pr. i 4 see i i
is ?{ way for hilran }t’o make up vl\:h:f ls\zsxs/\lz?)ﬁ’lgnriig;ey couid seeif there
_ You are probably already thinking that Bj ; ici i
sm}xlar endeavor, albeit fory differentg reaasto?t:sl.l lgg;lliceirfi;l;t;CIPaélsti mla
trying to go around Lisa’s wishes, he could be more active inpexsrVe )
ing whathe wants. Knowing that attending all of the family athep;iess-
1s important to him and to his family, he could look at theg schedn%S
ahead of time and make his wishes known to Lisa directly. You an
a139 see that each action will be easier if both partners are iivolv c(i: n
a different way.with their own families. If Lisa were to call her mc(:i:hln
to ask for advice rather than to complain about Bill and look fer
support f9r her own position, she might then approach Bill from "
entl}*ely different perspective. We can see that the act of differentiati g
feeling fr‘o.m thpught, and learning to use them together rather thn
In opposition, is significantly easier when the triangulation isn’t n
512;2 :Yhfnfh?a calls her mother to complain about Bill, the impliéirz
: rf‘; ond alzggr.ee anger and rejection for his position and to be justified
Bill’s task is the mirror image of Lisa’s. As Bill is i i

from_hls family of origin, he will be able to ask Ic;ll?::h%rﬁfsel;e:;l iﬁ?
conflict rather than keep the peace and focus on appearances. In th'<
instance, Bll'l does not even consider calling his sister, who org aniz lc&i)
the Friday night party, and go over the possibility of missing theg Fride
event. Again, looking at unconscious anxiety in families, Bill feels tha};
this kind of conversation just “isn’t done”” in his family {'Vithout bei y
able to articulate his discomfort, he knows that to méntion thate?}:
needs gf his nuclear family may conflict with the desires of the ] :
group is to threaten some kind of unspoken rule. B

ferentiation. Bowen thought that letters were particularly useful be-
cause they were likely to minimize the expression of reactive affect.
Bowen was also known for working with individuals by having them
invite various family members into the session to facilitate differentia-
tion. Regardless of the specific technique, Bowen would always advo-
cate negotiation between the needs of the individual and the needs of
the group, as well as an ability to use thoughts and feelings. Through-
out the work, making room for multiple perspectives is essential.

AsIworked with Lisa and Bill, it was interesting to see the ways that

their work with their families and their work with each other dove-
tailed. As Lisa was able to moderate her fear of chaos and failure with a-
realistic view of her accomplishments and with the strengths of Bill and
Ryan, she became less reactive and more able to express her concerns
in a way that they could be heard. When less of the time spent with
her mother and sisters was devoted to scapegoating another family
member (usually John or Bill), she began to recognize how much her
self-esteem was drawn from contrasting her achievements with their
limitations. This insight allowed us to focus more on her genuine
strengths, and she was able to identify the ways that she longed for
connection with her family around their appreciation of her. As she was
warmer and softer with her family members, she also became more able
to share these qualities with Bill.

At the same time, Bill was motivated to gather his courage to be more
direct with Lisa and with his larger family. As he was able to identify
and share the ways that Lisa’s criticism had hurt him, it didn’t take long
for him to get in touch with the loneliness and disappointment that he
felt around his family’s distance. While they were not overtly critical,
he frequently felt emotionally unsupported, and instead of shrugging
these feelings off, he began to look for ways to address these feelings
with them. At times it was easiest to do this around Ryan’s needs, as he
was very aware of trying to be more emotionally available to Ryan
than his father had been to him. As Bill shared his struggles and
aspirations with his father, he found opportunities to express some
of these negative feelings with his family.

Of note, while I never saw Ryan in therapy with Bill and Lisa, this case
nicely illustrates the connection between parts and wholes that began
our chapter. When Bill and Lisa argued about parenting, each replayed
individual themes that not only connected them to their families of origin
but also were kept alive in their marriage. As Ryan witnessed the con-
flict, he became part of a triangle that would further influence his



CHAPTER 3

Causality

HEN MY DAUGHTER was only a month old, we took a trip from
WChicago to Denver for my husband and I to interview for

jobs. While we were in Denver, my grandmother died, and
my daughter and I flew to New Mexico for the funeral. The day after we
returned to Chicago, we spent the afternoon and evening at a good
friend’s wedding. Although my daughter was relatively easy to soothe
and manage during all of this upheaval, for three days after we
returned to our (relatively new) routine, my daughter cried for hours
each day. I took her to the pediatrician after a couple of days, thinking
that she had picked up some strange illness during our travels or that
she was developing an atypical form of colic. The doctor was unable to
find anything wrong and encouraged me to be patient. I'll never forget
pondering all of this with my own therapist, expressing my frustration
that I didn’t know why my daughter was crying. His response was
"“You'll probably never know what was wrong.” I was shocked by his
reply! It was inconceivable that I could tolerate not knowing why my
baby had been crying.

THE NEED TO KNOW WHY

Just as human beings seem programmed to try to organize our expe-
riences into meaningful wholes, we are also hardwired to understand
and explain why things happen. Our philosophical and scientific
traditions are based on this ongoing quest to find the causes for events
that we experience. When something happens, we want to know why.
This process of learning about cause and effect starts early in our
cognitive development and continues throughout the life span. Think
of the baby in the high chair, repeatedly dropping her spoon from
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