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FUNDAMENTALS OF FAMILY THEORY 

 

4.  TRIANGLES 

 

 

4.1.   Definition & Introduction 

Triangulation simply put means a three-person relationship system. When you 

have a two-person system which becomes unstable the individuals will tolerate 

only a small amount of tension before they involve a third person. A triangle can 

contain much more tension without involving a fourth person because the tension 

can shift around three relationships. If the tension is too high for one triangle to 

contain, it spreads to a series of "interlocking" triangles. 

 

An example of triangulation is when you and your partner (Patty) have a fight, she 

goes to her sister (Tara) to complain and get feedback. Her sister has now 

triangulated herself into the conflict between the two of you. When tension builds 

between yourself and Patty, your sister Tara sides with you by agreeing that Patty 

is the problem. The conflictual (a disagreement or clash between ideas, principles, 

or people) side of the triangle then shifts from you and Patty to Patty and Tara. If 

the conflict gets too intense between Patty and Tara, then you side with Tara and 

Patty is now on the outside of the triangle, thus in a more comfortable position. 

Triangles are the basic units of systems. Dyads are inherently unstable, as two 

people will vacillate between closeness and distance. When distressed or feeling 

intense emotions, they will seek a third person to triangulate.  Think about a couple 

who has an argument, and afterward, one of the partners calls their parent or best 

friend to talk about the fight. The third person helps them reduce their anxiety and 

take action, or calm their strong emotions and reflect, or bolster their beliefs and 

make a decision. 

People who are more undifferentiated are likely to triangulate others and be 

triangulated. People who are differentiated cope well with life and relationship 

stress, and thus are less likely to triangulate others or be triangulated. Think of the 

person who can listen to the best friend's relationship problems without telling the 

friend what to do or only validating the friend's view. Instead, the differentiated 

person can tell the best friend "You know, you can be intimidating at those 



2 
 

times..." or "I agree with you but you won't change your partner; you either have to 

learn to accept this about them, or have to call this relationship quits”. 

Many couples and individuals who come into therapy have communication 

problems with someone in the family: mom, dad, wife, husband, kids, adult 

children, boyfriends, girlfriends, etc. Those individuals have no idea that they are 

actually part of the cause of their communication difficulties in the relationship, 

even though initially they blame others in the home. 

 

4.2.  Bowen Theory Application 

A triangle is a three-person relationship system. It is considered the building block 

or "molecule" of larger emotional systems because a triangle is the smallest stable 

relationship system. A two-person system is unstable because it tolerates little 

tension before involving a third person. A triangle can contain much more tension 

without involving another person because the tension can shift around three 

relationships. If the tension is too high for one triangle to contain, it spreads to a 

series of "interlocking" triangles.  

Spreading the tension can stabilize a system, but nothing gets resolved. People's 

actions in a triangle reflect their efforts to ensure their emotional attachments to 

important others, their reactions to too much intensity in the attachments, and their 

taking sides in the conflicts of others.  

Paradoxically, a triangle is more stable than a dyad, but a triangle creates an "odd 

man out," which is a very difficult position for individuals to tolerate. Anxiety 

generated by anticipating or being the odd one out is a potent force in triangles. 

The patterns in a triangle change with increasing tension. In calm periods, two 

people are comfortably close "insiders" and the third person is an uncomfortable 

"outsider." The insiders actively exclude the outsider and the outsider works to get 

closer to one of them.  

Someone is always uncomfortable in a triangle and pushing for change. The 

insiders solidify their bond by choosing each other in preference to the less 

desirable outsider. Someone choosing another person over oneself arouses 

particularly intense feelings of rejection. If mild to moderate tension develops 

between the insiders, the most uncomfortable one will move closer to the outsider. 

One of the original insiders now becomes the new outsider and the original 

outsider is now an insider. The new outsider will make predictable moves to 

restore closeness with one of the insiders.  
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At moderate levels of tension, triangles usually have one side in conflict and two 

sides in harmony. The conflict is not inherent in the relationship in which it exists 

but reflects the overall functioning of the triangle. At a high level of tension, the 

outside position becomes the most desirable. If severe conflict erupts between the 

insiders, one insider opts for the outside position by getting the current outsider 

fighting with the other insider. If the maneuvering insider is successful, he gains 

the more comfortable position of watching the other two people fight. When the 

tension and conflict subside, the outsider will try to regain an inside position.  

Triangles contribute significantly to the development of clinical problems. Getting 

pushed from an inside to an outside position can trigger a depression or perhaps 

even a physical illness. Two parents intensely focusing on what is wrong with a 

child can trigger serious rebellion in the child.  

According to Bowen theory, the triangle creates an odd man out, which is a very 

difficult position for individuals to tolerate. Anxiety generated by anticipating or 

being the odd one out is a potent force in triangles. The patterns in a triangle 

change with increasing tension. In calm periods, two people are comfortably close 

insiders and the third person is an uncomfortable outsider. The insiders actively 

exclude the outsider and the outsider works to get closer to one of them. 

Triangulation can cause more turmoil in the relationship than what was started in 

the initial argument. It pulls others into the relationship in a negative manner, 

causing further communication difficulties and conflict. 

The first step to getting out of the triangle once you are in it, is to identify the 

original source of the problem. Although looking from the outside in, it appears 

obvious to the outsider, once involved in the conflict, the emotional anxiety has 

perpetuated so much that all three individuals no longer see the original source of 

the dilemma. Therefore, taking an objective stance and looking at the predicament 

with clear eyes, can assist you in identifying the original cause. 

Once you have identified that the problem originates with them, you can now be 

more objective, less defensive, and have insight into obliging the couple’s needs 

and helping them find resolution. The point to remember is not to get involved in 

the triangle to begin with. Be sure to inform the first part of the dyad who attempts 

to involve you, that although you care and will be there for them to vent to, you 

cannot afford to get involved. Suggest they see a therapist, couple’s therapist, or 

resolve the issue themselves. 
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Providing empathy, compassion, and love is the best way to help another in time of 

relationship turmoil. 

 

4.3.  An Example in Practical Life 

 

Michael and Martha were extremely happy during the first two years of their 

marriage. Michael liked making major decisions and Martha felt comforted by 

Michael's "strength." After some difficulty getting pregnant, Martha conceived 

during the third year of the marriage, but it was a difficult pregnancy. She was 

quite nauseous during the first trimester and developed blood pressure and weight 

gain problems as the pregnancy progressed. She talked frequently to Michael of 

her insecurities about being a mother. Michael was patient and reassuring, but also 

began to feel critical of Martha for being "childlike."  

Analysis: The pregnancy places more pressure on Martha and on the marital 

relationship. Michael is outwardly supportive of Martha but is reactive to hearing 

about her anxieties. He views her as having a problem.  

A female infant was born after a long labor. They named her Amy. Martha was 

exhausted and not ready to leave the hospital when her doctor discharged her. Over 

the next few months, she felt increasingly overwhelmed and extremely anxious 

about the well-being of the young baby. She looked to Michael for support, but he 

was getting home from the office later and Martha felt that he was critical of her 

problems coping and that he dismissed her worries about the child. There was 

much less time together for just Michael and Martha and, when there was time, 

Michael ruminated about work problems. Martha became increasingly preoccupied 

with making sure her growing child did not develop the insecurities she had. She 

tried to do this by being as attentive as she could to Amy and consistently 

reinforcing her accomplishments. It was easier for Martha to focus on Amy than it 

was for her to talk to Michael. She reacted intensely to his real and imagined 

criticisms of her. Michael and Martha spent more and more of their time together 

discussing Amy rather than talking about their marriage.  

Analysis: Martha is the most uncomfortable with the increased tension in the 

marriage. The growing emotional distance in the marriage is balanced by Martha 

getting overly involved with Amy and Michael getting overly involved with his 

work. Michael is in the outside position in the parental triangle and Martha and 

Amy are in the inside positions. 
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As Amy grew, she made increasing demands on her mother's time. Martha felt she 

could not give Amy enough time, that Amy would never be satisfied. Michael 

agreed with Martha that Amy was too selfish and resented Amy's temper tantrums 

when she did not get her way. However, if Michael got too critical of Amy, Martha 

would defend Amy, telling Michael he was exaggerating. Yet, whenever tensions 

developed between Martha and Amy, Martha would press Michael to spend more 

time with Amy to reassure her that she was loved. He gave into Martha's pleas, but 

inwardly felt that they were following a policy of appeasement that was making 

Amy more demanding. Michael felt that if Martha had his maturity, Amy would be 

less of a problem, but, despite this attitude, Michael usually followed Martha's lead 

in relationship to Amy.  

Analysis: When tension builds between Martha and Amy, Michael sides with 

Martha by agreeing that Amy is the problem. The conflictual side of the triangle 

then shifts from between Martha and Amy to between Michael and Amy. If the 

conflict gets too intense between Michael and Amy, Martha sides with Amy, the 

conflict shifts into the marriage, and Amy gains the more comfortable outside 

position. 

 


