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Family Systems Theory – Cutoff 

Family Systems Theory (FST) gives us a means to deepen our understanding of ourselves and the world 

around us. Through it we acknowledge that, like each individual, each group of people is a living organism 

or system that behaves in very predictable ways. We learn to “think systems – watch process”. Consider for 

a moment the last tense moment of conflict or misunderstanding you had with a family member, friend, or 

coworker. How much of that was about the actual content at issue, and how much was misunderstanding 

and reaction in place of appreciation, wonder, understanding, and response? In this instance we say, “It‟s 

not about content – it‟s about process.” 

Family Systems theory is constructed with 8 core concepts: Nuclear Family Emotional System; 

Differentiation of Self; Triangles; Cutoff; Family Projection Process; Multigenerational Transmission 

Process; Sibling Position; and Emotional Process in Society. Central to our ability to make use of these 

concepts is our willingness to see, feel, and name the anxiety present in ourselves, others, and the 

larger system. Once we do, then we begin to gain some power to change, and the 8 concepts become 

the tools by which we can learn to construct a better self, and a better world.  

The fourth core concept to FST is Cutoff.  

“The Silent Treatment” is a classic expression of Emotional Cutoff. Cutoff is an effort to avoid 

conflict through distancing. It can be expressed by physical distance and lack of contact, by 

physical presence but refusal to interact, or by presence and interaction that remain „safe and 

surface‟ in an attempt to avoid difficult conversations. Perhaps you remember seeing children go 

from being best friends to refusing to speak – that‟s cutoff. You may know of a family where a 

grown child has „dropped off the face of the earth‟ and is out of contact with the rest of the family 

– that‟s cutoff. People often end up expressing the relationship stress in other places – through 

other relationships, or even through physical symptoms. One approach toward healing and 

wholeness is to move back into relationship and seek reconciliation, a gift of God specifically 

named in the New Testament. We will explore how our own places of cutoff can be reconciled, and 

also how we might see this dynamic in others and assist them in their move toward greater health. 

 

“An average family situation in our society today is one in which people maintain a distant and formal 

relationship with the family of origin, returning home for duty visits at infrequent intervals….[Cutoff is 

a] process of separation, isolation, withdrawal, running away, or denying the importance of the 

parental family.”  M. Bowen. “Family Therapy in Clinical Practice.” Aronson New York. 1976. P383. 

 

Many of us (all of us?) have parts of our family tree about which we know little – a line of cousins, 

perhaps. Something happened a generation or more ago, some dispute arose over a topic, event, or even 

a world view. Over time the relationship became increasingly strained, until the parties stopped talking. 

Perhaps one sibling moves away from the rest of the family, pursuing a life that the others do not 

understand. Rather than continuing to argue over this, they cease speaking at all. Distancing and Cutoff 

may be related to family secrets, though not always. When it is, often the parties chose different sides, or 

understood the secret differently, and this disagreement permeated the entire relationship. Take a 

moment to think about and list/draw some parts of your family where there is distancing or cutoff – and 

try to identify why it exists – what was the source of the conflict. 
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Systems Theory recognizes that as individuals we are living systems who are parts of a vast web array of 

interconnected living systems. As such, we bring often with us into those systems parts of who we are in 

other systems. For example, when I encounter people who remind me of my Father, I may 

unconsciously begin to relate to that new person in ways that I relate to my own Father, rather than 

having a fresh encounter with that person based upon who he is in my life.  

When we think about cutoff, we see that the distancing and cutoff in our own family of origin can 

impact the way we function in other settings, particularly with people who „tap into‟ our family of origin 

energies and issues. Therefore, one of the things we discover is that when we get „stuck‟ in a present 

relationship, we often can shift our own energy by working on a cutoff or distant relationship in our 

family of origin. In other words, if I am having trouble relating to someone at work, one of the things 

that can help me is to look back at my family of origin genogram and choose a person with whom I will 

seek to strengthen my relationship. 

 

 

 

This is not necessarily about a direct correlation between the two relationship, as though they were 

connected triangles that impact each other. Rather, it is that when we begin to work on reconnecting a 

relationship within our family of origin, our own energies, thoughts, attitudes and behaviors shift, even 

if slightly. Something will „open up‟ for us though that new relationship that will give us new energy, 

insight, or resources to address the strained and „stuck‟ relationship at work. 

We also notice that this can help when thinking about mental, emotional and physical illness or struggle. 

If we are experiencing some form of emotional strain, we can often gain new strength by refocusing on a 

distant relationship from our family tree – go and seek out a „long-lost‟ cousin, aunt, uncle, niece or 

nephew, and establish our own direct connection with that person. In the course of this process, we will 

often gain new understanding into our own nuclear family though whom we have that relationship, 

which in turn leads to a greater potential for wholeness. 

In a caring relationship where we are present to support others during the difficult valleys of their life 

journey, we encounter people who are stuck physically, emotionally, mentally or relationally. We work 

with a family or other support network around the identified patient and see that stress and conflict 

surface out of their experiences. They may be at a loss for how to proceed, and feel guilty for the 

conflict in the midst of this person‟s health crisis, saying, “I know I should be here for her and help her, 

but I can‟t even stand to be around her right now.”  

In such instances, the care-givers can be invited to talk about their own nuclear and extended family in 

the following ways:  

 Tell me about your own family (or the rest of your family). Has anyone else been through an 

experience like this? How did the family handle that? 

 What is your family‟s history in dealing with severe health or other crises? 

 How is what you are feeling now a reminder of your own or others‟ struggles in the past? 

As people develop skills for being differentiated and connected in one relationship, those same skills are 

then transferable into the present situation, and new growth becomes possible for all. 
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