
Copyright © 2010, Israel Galindo. Do not copy or reproduce.  
1

 

M3760 Galindo

Systems 
Misunderstandings:

(Or, “What you thought you knew about
systems theory but probably didn’t.”)

Advanced Clergy Clinic 2010
Lombard Mennonite Peace Center

Israel Galindo

 
Systems Misunderstandings: 
(Or, “What you thought you knew about systems theory but 
probably didn’t.”) 
 
Advanced Clergy Clinic, 2010 
Lombard Mennonite Peace Center 
 
Israel Galindo 
Copyright © 2010. Do not copy or distribute this material.  
 

M3760 Galindo

“The greatest obstacle to 
learning is not ignorance,

it is the assumption of 
knowledge.”

 
“The greatest obstacle to learning is not ignorance, it is the 
assumption of knowledge.”  
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• "Problems cannot be 
solved at the same 
level of awareness that 
created them." 

• Albert  Einstein

 
“Problems cannot be solved at the same level of awareness that 
created them.” 
 
Albert Einstein 
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Misunderstanding #1

Busy-ness is 
equivalent to 

“overfunctioning”.

Busy-ness is equivalent to “overfunctioning”.  
 

 Overfunctioning involves taking responsibility for someone 
else’s anxiety or someone else’s stuff 

 Clarity of vision and goals often leads to busyness. ILL. 
Starting a business. 

 Some professions involve evolutionary complexity and 
therefore perpetual busyness. 
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Misunderstanding #2
Focusing, and working on Self, 

is equivalent to selfishness.

 
Focusing, and working on Self, is equivalent to selfishness.  

 Your greatest resource will always be your best self 
 Your systems’ (family and work) greatest resource will be 

the best self you can provide  
 A differentiated Self is neither selfish nor self-less. 
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Misunderstanding #3

Having a “will” is the same as willfulness.
WILL

•The capability of 
conscious choice and 
decision and intention

•Persistence of vision

•A determination to action 
by choice

WILLFULNESS
•Being prone to 
disobedience and lack of 
discipline

•Contrariness, invasive-
ness, intractability, 
perverseness

 
WILL 

 The capability of conscious choice and decision and 
intention 

 Persistence of vision 
 A determination to action by choice 

 
WILLFULNESS 

 Being prone to disobedience and lack of discipline 
 Fractiousness, unruliness 
 Contrariness, invasiveness, intractability, perverseness  
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Misunderstanding #4

Self-definition is the 
same as 

Self-differentiation.

Self-definition is the same as Self-differentiation. 
 
•Do not confuse opinion with informed belief  
A bigot can “self-define” his or her position on the value and nature 
of “others”. But bigotry is an expression of ignorance, insecurity, 
and provincialism, not an informed belief. But self-differentiation 
allows for the “other’s” self-definition, autonomy, and worth. 
•Do not confuse belief with values and principles 
Values have an informed ethical and corporate framework (there’s 
no such thing as a “personal” value); principles are causative. 
Beliefs can be uncritical, a product of predilection or experience.  
•Do not confuse holding an opinion with clarity of thought, nor 
confidence with emotional maturity 
Some people that appear “confident” may be merely arrogant. And 
if there is one capacity our culture instills, it is the unfortunate 
notion that anybody can, and should, have an opinion on 
everything.  
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• "Few people are capable of 
expressing with equanimity 
opinions which differ from the 
prejudices of their social 
environment. Most people are 
even incapable of forming such 
opinions."

• Albert Einstein

 
Self-differentiation allows for other people’s self-differentiation and 
self-definition 
 
It’s all about being and functioning, not about what people say. 
 
"Few people are capable of expressing with equanimity opinions 
which differ from the prejudices of their social environment. Most 
people are even incapable of forming such opinions." 

•Albert Einstein
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Misunderstanding #5

All Cut-offs are bad.

All Cut-offs are bad.  
 Bowen theory is not about “bad” or “good”. It’s  about 

functioning. And functioning tends to be dictated by: one’s 
position in the system, and one’s response or reactivity to 
anxiety. 

 A cut-off is a (poor) way to manage anxiety 
 Reactive cut-offs manage anxiety poorly 
 Goal-oriented cut-offs allow for purpose and acceptance of 

consequences 
 Ultimately, we do want to heal cut-offs if it is within our 

power to do so 
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Misunderstanding #6

Talking is 
equivalent to 
functioning.

Talking is equivalent to functioning.  
 

 People mistake “saying the right things” with actually doing 
the right things 

 
 The focus is not on “concepts” or saying something to the 

other person, but on how we ourselves are functioning 
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Misunderstanding #7

Overfunctioning is 
always bad.

Overfunctioning is always bad.  
 

 Together-separateness forces fluctuate in relationships. 
They have their cycles and seasons 

 Relationships are negotiated, as is functioning in one’s 
relationships 

 Borrowing self is sometimes appropriate and necessary 
 The key is to not get stuck or get patterned 
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Misunderstanding #8

• With hard work, therapy, 
family of origin work, 
taking a course, and 
monitoring our anxiety, 
we can achieve a state of 
70% on the Scale of Self-
Differentiation

With hard work, therapy, family of origin work, taking a course, and 
monitoring our anxiety we can achieve a state of 7% on the Scale 
of Differentiation 

 The scale is an effort to say that despite the universality of 
systems concepts, people are different.  

 The differences that count are not those commonly used: 
gender, education, culture, environmental conditions, 
ethnicity 

 What counts is a person’s capacity to function in a 
differentiated manner; and that is more a function of sibling 
position, triangles, and multigenerational transmission 
emotional process 
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Misunderstanding #8
100

0

70%

“Feeling”“Feeling” “Thinking”“Thinking”

 
 What Bowen intended to diagram in the scale is an illustration 

of a “continuum”, not a scale of concrete, static stages or 
states 

 It is a lens for looking at the breadth of humanity in a manner 
that is continuous, not an effort to create a way of achieving a 
“stage or stage of differentiation.” 

 In other words, this is a continuum of functioning, not a scale of 
stages.  

 The capacity to think in terms of “to the extent that” rather than 
“either/or” is essential to Bowenian theory conceptualization. 
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Misunderstanding #8
100

0

“Feeling”“Feeling” “Thinking”“Thinking”

•We all have a “normal range of emotional functioning” (as do 
emotional systems). 
•This range of functioning exists within the emotional field of which 
we are a part (box) 
•(Green arrows) Positive conditions or states are resources that 
help us function better within our range in the field 
•(Red arrows) Anxiety, poor states, or toxic conditions influence the 
field, and our functioning, toward less-differentiated functioning. 
•(Line) Our level of differentiated functioning falls within the 
homeostatic range that is normal for us.  
•“Given the same objective circumstances, families or individuals 
are more likely to dysfunction or develop symptoms ‘to the extent 
that’ their differentiation is low, and to tolerate more intense 
symptoms, or rebound better from intense crises, ‘to the extent 
that’ their differentiation is high.” (Friedman, Bowen Theory and 
Therapy, p. 143).  
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Misunderstanding #9

Talking to another person is 
equivalent to “staying 

connected.”

 
Talking to another person is equivalent to “staying connected.”  
 

 Talking to another person involves content (“information”) 
 “Staying connected” involves emotional process 
 Resources: “non-therapeutic empathy,” emotional 

intelligence 
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Misunderstanding #10

Systems theory is 
about leadership 

style.

Systems theory is about leadership style.  
 

 It’s not about technique, expertise, competence, authority, 
control, skill, or management and motivation of others 

 It’s about one’s functioning out of Self in one’s position in 
the system 

 Systems theory is about relationship systems and leading 
from the Self  
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Misunderstanding #11

Systems theory is about 
leadership.

Emotional ProcessEmotional Process

Systems theory is about leadership.  
 

 It’s a theory about emotional process  
 It’s a theory of relationships in systems 
 It is primarily about biological or structural families 
 It’s about being a Self—fully human and free—while in 

authentic relationships 
 We deal with “applied theory” 
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Misunderstanding #11

“The natural, patterned ways 
in which an emotional 
system facilitates the 
dynamics through which 
relationships are 
developed and function in 
order to maintain 
homeostasis.”

Emotional ProcessEmotional Process

 
Emotional Process (sometimes called “family process” in the 
literature):  
 
“The natural, patterned ways in which an emotional system 
facilitates the dynamics through which relationships are developed 
and function in order to maintain homeostasis.”  
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Misunderstanding #12

Systems theory is about managing 
conflict.

Systems theory is about managing conflict.  
 

 Managing conflict is taking responsibility for others caught 
in an anxiety triangle 

 Conflict is not “bad”—it is necessary to systems and 
therefore should be allowed 

 It’s about managing self. 
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Misunderstanding #13

Systems theory is about managing 
change.

Systems theory is about managing change.  
 

 Systems theory is about managing self 
 Change is either evolutionary, developmental, 

organizational, transformational, or contextual—but there’s 
always change 

 Homeostatic forces resist change; it may be more about 
managing homeostasis than about managing change 
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Misunderstanding #14

Systems theory is about 
being immune to attacks, 
anxiety, or sabotage.

Systems theory is about being immune to attacks, anxiety, or 
sabotage.  
 

 The leader cannot avoid emotional process 
 The leader invites anxiety through challenge 
 It’s about functioning in mature and healthy ways in your 

position 
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Misunderstanding #15

Systems theory is 
about 

understanding 
concepts and 

principles.

Systems theory is about understanding concepts and principles.  
 

 It’s about emotional process 
 But concepts and principles help manage emotional 

process. 
 Principles help a lot, but I find most people do not know 

what a principle is and cannot articulate the guiding 
principles in their lives. 

 ILL. Parenting seminar I ask, “What’s at the center of your 
family? (1) A clearer articulated set of principles everyone 
knows, (2) A person, (3) We don’t know.”   
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Misunderstanding #16
Following procedure ensures process.

Following procedure ensures process.  
 

 Procedure is following the steps in the plan—it is primarily 
linear 

 Process has to do with emotional dynamics inherent in 
relationship systems—communal, educational, religious, 
etc. It is primarily systemic. 
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Misunderstanding #17

Systems is about getting out of triangles.

Systems is about getting out of triangles. 
 

 You are always in a relationship triangle 
 Sometimes you are in an anxiety triangle 
 It’s about being able to choose how you will be and will 

function in the triangles that you are in 
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Misunderstanding #18

The leader’s job is to 
lower systemic 

anxiety.

The leader’s job is to lower systemic anxiety. 
 

 Anxiety is the stuff of life. All systems are, or become 
anxious 

 Some systems are structured for chronic anxiety 
(bureaucracies, schools, churches) 

 The leader’s job is to manage his or her own anxiety and to 
function well in his or her position 
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Misunderstanding #19

The congregational system is equivalent 
to a family system.

The congregational system is equivalent to a family system. 
 

 The family is a biological system of relationships governed 
by emotional processes 

 Congregations may be defined by the emotional processes 
of the families that make it up, but not necessarily at the 
intensity or in equivalent ways as those families 
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Insights….
 
 

 


