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Family Systems Theory – Emotional Process in Society 

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 eighth core concept to FST is Emotional Process in Society 

“Blame the mother.” Well, not exactly. The point in Family Projection Process is not to place 

blame, but to place focus. What happens is this: Anxious parents will focus a high level of attention 

on a child. This creates an unhealthy neediness in the child, the child/parent relationship becomes 

enmeshed. Initially this serves the parent “need to be needed,” so there is no problem. Over time, 

however, the parent becomes exhausted by this relationship, tries to encourage the child to 

differentiate, and yet feels fear over the loss of connection. Eventually the child will begin to show 

symptoms – irritability, poor choices, poor school performance, acting out, anger, etc. This cycle 

then feeds on itself, heightening the anxiety of the parent, which raises the symptom level of the 

child. What the parent needs to do is begin focusing on her/his own behavior, individually and in 

relationship to the system. By changing personal behavior, the environment in which the child is 

acting out will change, and thus the child’s behavior is likely to change, initially degrading, but 

eventually improving. The attention on symptoms in the child which were prompted by the anxiety 

of a parent is the key to the Family Projection Process. 

 

There was growing evidence that the emotional problem in society was similar to the emotional 

problem in the family. The triangle exists in all relationships and that was the clue…when a family 

is subjected to chronic, sustained anxiety, and the family begins to lose contact with its 

intellectually determined principles and to resort more and more to emotionally determined 

decisions to allay the anxiety of the moment. The results of this process are symptoms and 

eventually regression to a lower level of functioning…the same process is evolving in society…we 

are in a period of increasing societal anxiety… society responds to this with emotionally 

determined decisions to allay the anxiety of the moment… this results in more band-aid legislation, 

which increases the problem; and that cycle keeps repeating, just as the family goes through 

similar cycles to the state we call emotional illness.  M. Bowen. Family Therapy in Clinical Practice. P386. 

 

Originally labeled societal regression. “In times of societal regression, there is more anxiety in all 

people, firing chaos and irresponsible behavior.”(Gilbert. 102) The process is cyclical. 
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Poll of teachers reporting problems in school 

     1940         1990    

 Talking 

 Chewing gum 

 Making noise 

 Running in the halls 

 Getting out of line 

 Wearing improper clothing 

 Not putting paper in the wastebasket 

 Drug abuse 

 Alcohol abuse 

 Pregnancy 

 Suicide 

 Rape 

 Robbery 

 Assault 

 

Regression in nature – the research of Jane Goodall, Frans deWaal and John Calhoun among animals. 

The roots of regression: Societal overcrowding; fear of annihilation by wmd; economic stresses; 

eroding of moral agreements; clash of cultures; overwhelmed by technological change; media 

influences; rise in permissiveness; decrease in accountability;  

Cultural Shifts: permissiveness in parenting – not wanting to wound a child’s psyche or bruise their 

fragile self-esteem; “the pleasure principle” – do what feels good and avoid what feels bad; “the sexual 

revolution” – change in values and boundaries around sexuality and relationships; 

How is the family impacted: 

1) Societal mores have changed to an anti-family ethic 

2) Societal anxiety makes it more difficult to sustain relationships 

3) Rearing children is more difficult because of new dangers 

4) Two career families stretch the family’s ability to nurture 

5) As irresponsibility becomes the norm, authorities seek short-term fixes 

6) Extended family is too far away to help 

Societal Cutoff – The cutoff that we see in families extends to society as generations separate, as groups 

in conflict divide and take sides opposite lines in the sand, as leaders seek short term solutions rather 

than long term resolutions.  

A vicious cycle – Family stress leads to symptoms in one or more parties. These symptoms often raise 

the stress level, thus prompting new symptoms or a worsening of those that exist. This 

Make a Difference – Take a Stand – The way out of these dilemmas is for one person to take a stand 

1) Calm self and emotional reactiveness 

2) Start to see and think systems 

3) Step out of the patterned positions -  (triangles, cutoff, enmeshment, etc) 

4) Take a position based on principle 

 

 

Resources: 

Connecting With Our Children: Guiding Principles for Parents in a Troubled World. Robert Gilbert. 1999. 


