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This presentation was based on using Family Systems Theory applied to leadership. 

 
Manage 2 primary forces in life: individuality and togetherness 
Whenever we work or interact with other people, it is important to understand that we 
are affected by other peoples’ emotional responses and behaviors.  One way to reduce 
anxiety in our own lives and whatever system we work in is to understand: 

1) We can be in connection with others while also remaining an individual who has 
a unique set of goals, values, experiences, emotions and ideas.   

2) We do not need to, nor should we, absorb all of the emotions and pressures of 
others.  

3) We can’t just be all about ourselves, but need to be able to function while being 
in connection with others.   

4) Functioning in non-anxious ways increases professional effectiveness and 
sustainability as well as personal and organizational health.   

 
Know yourself and build moral strength: 
 Write, remember, and update…. 
Personal values, goals, beliefs, and purpose statement 

 
Think from a systems perspective: Understand there are numerous connections and 
systems at work in any profession, business, organization, family, society… 

 Pay attention to patterns of behaviors between parts of systems and systems 

 Know that all individuals react and respond to the behaviors, emotions, 
attitudes of others, but we can be proactive about how we are affected.   

 Build awareness of common behaviors that can be destructive so you can 
see them as patterns of behaviors rather than personal attacks 

 Be aware of pressures and resources available.  Use healthy resources to 
foster sustainable professionalism.   

 
Common Forms of Sabotage: (Friedman, 1985) 

1. Chronic criticism 
2. Errors 
3. Attention seeking behaviors 
4. Paranoia 
5. Creation of triangles 
6. Quick over reactivity 
7. Go out of the way to guilt you & push buttons 
8. Efforts to make others anxious 
9. Increased argumentativeness 

 



Typical Conflict Habits: (Steinke, 2006) 
1. Appeasing for the sake of maintaining the peace & not dealing with issues. 
2. Attributing a problem to a false source. 
3. Ignoring challenges and/or avoiding people & issues. 
4. Imposing the ideal image of “self” & not honestly looking at ways a person/group 

needs to change or heal. 
5. Using only a win/lose approach to dealing with conflict & challenges.    

 
Differentiation of Self: Being able to define your own life goals and values separate 
from the pressures of others.  This includes being intentional about who we are, 
regulating our own emotions, and being able to maintain a non-anxious presence even 
in the midst of other people’s emotions.  
 
Key Tasks to Work on Self-Differentiation 

1. Focus on your own functioning, values, & attitudes; not others.  
2. Develop an awareness of emotional process dynamics, typical patterns.  
3. Non-anxiously define yourself; take “I” positions. 
4. Stay connected with others.  
5. Regulate your own emotional reactivity.  
6. Increase your capacity for emotional neutrality.   
7. Allow others to express emotions in healthy ways, while allowing yourself not to 

absorb their emotions. 
8. Explore being in new or different contexts & roles.     
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Case Study  

 
 

• Timmy, a 10 year old mixed breed, was brought in for dental care 
knowing teeth would be pulled.   
 

• Possibilities, procedures, and release form were explained thoroughly 
to Mr. T who signed the papers & left his phone number. Papers 
stated if owner didn’t answer calls, the doctor had permission to do 
what he/she thought best for the animal.   

 
• Dr. Sam discerned Timmy needed 17 teeth pulled.  He called Mr. T 

several times more than stated in procedures, but there was no 
answer.  Dr. Sam did what he thought best for Timmy and pulled the 
teeth.   

 
• Timmy healed well & functioned better than before.   

 
• Timmy’s owners, esp. Mrs. T, were very unhappy about # of teeth 

pulled because of “how it looked.”  She talked more than once with 
Dr. Kim, the clinic owner, at unscheduled times.  Mrs. T was highly 
emotional and could not be reasoned with.  Mr. T was present, but 
generally silent.  During 2nd conversation, Dr. Kim listened to Mrs. T & 
tried to talk, but could tell there wasn’t going to be any resolution.  
She explained other clients who had scheduled appointments were 
waiting & she ended the conversation.   

 
• Mrs. T filed a complaint with state’s governing body about Dr. Sam & 

Dr. Kim asking for their licenses to be suspended.   
 

 

What are typical forms of sabotage & conflict behaviors seen in this 
case?  
 
What are helpful ways to respond to this situation?    


