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This paper introduces restorative leadership as a relational, strengths-based approach to
family conflict, integrating key insights from Bowen Family Systems Theory and restorative
practices to redefine how differentiation of self, power, neutral positioning, accountability, and
emotional safety are cultivated within the home. Written and researched by Dr. Lisa J. Welter,
Founder of The Katallasso Group, the work is grounded in the context of parent-child
relationships and conflict resolution, with the primary audience being parents seeking to lead
their families more effectively. At the same time, this research offers valuable insight for
professionals working with families—therapists, pastors, social workers, mediators, and
educators—who can use these principles to model emotionally grounded, relationship-centered
conflict resolution strategies. These professionals supplement (but never replace) the leadership
of parents by reinforcing healthy dynamics and offering practical, supportive modeling. Unlike
traditional, authority-driven models, this transformational approach recognizes the family as an
emotional system and positions parents as the primary agents of change. Restorative leadership,
as outlined in this research, becomes both a mindset and a set of practices that empower families

to move from reactive patterns toward relational healing, stability, and long-term well-being.
Leadership from a Bowen Family Systems Theory Perspective

Family Systems Theory emerged in the mid-1950s through Murray Bowen's
psychotherapy work, revealing groundbreaking explanations of families as systems or emotional

units.! Bowen became the first leading pioneer psychiatrist to develop a comprehensive theory of

! Peter Titelman, ed., Differentiation of Self: Bowen Family Systems Theory Perspectives (New
York, NY: Routledge, 2014), 21.
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family functioning, adding symbolic links to the interlocking nature of biology, individuality, and
togetherness in families.? His approach significantly separates from the majority-driven approach
of conventional or individualistic focus to apply in therapy with families. Even today, many
family therapists, self-help, or parenting books tend to revert to an individualist focus. Bowen
referenced his work categorically under a systems approach and flips the conventional model of

an individual focus to how a family system operates and influences individuals.

In an early teaching recording in 1970, Bowen separated his work from conventional
practices and explained two systems approaches: Jackson's communication theory and his family
theory.® His work attempted to expand on Sigmund Freud's evolutionary thinking in the context
of families. Since Bowen died in 1990, his theory continues to gain traction across multiple
social sectors, including leadership, business, faith communities, and more. The theory offers a
practical observation and explanation of human behavior, anxiety, or conflict in relationships
within families, congregations, and business work environments. Different researchers and
practitioners within various professional fields have contributed to Bowen's revolutionary work,
which connects directly to leadership responses to create change in conflicted families and

society.

Leaders play a critical role in the health of organizations and families. Healthy leadership

must be well-defined to stand in the face of hard decisions and guide change. The principles and

2 Titelman, Differentiation of Self, 23.,

Pauline Boss, Sourcebook of Family Theories and Methods: A Contextual Approach (New York, NY:
Plenum Press, 1993), 510.

3 Murray Bowen, “Basic Series #1 — Triangles and the Scale of Differentiation,” The Bowen Center for the
Study of the Family, 1970, video, 3:42., https://www.thebowencenter.org/bowen-theory-vids.
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practices of leadership documentation are prolific in the business sector, which guides the
research of healthy or well-defined leadership in the family system. Titelman stated,
“Differentiation of self (DoS) is a cornerstone of Bowen's Family Systems Theory and an
important attribute for healthy leadership.”* The theory includes seven more foundational
concepts centered around the pinnacle idea of DoS. Murray Bowen spent much of his clinical
psychiatric work focusing on parent leaders in the context of their children's mental or medical
health conditions. In a paper, “From Couch to Coach,” presented at the annual Georgetown
Family Symposium in 1970, Bowen exposed his philosophical position of psychotherapy work
to a coaching format. His prioritization to intentionally move away from therapeutic terms and
shift towards coaching fundamentally elevates the biological capacity within families and their
natural ability to overcome many of the conditions they struggled with when presenting to reside
primarily in one family member or child. Bowen noted that when parents are coached to see and
transform emotional patterns of anxiety in themselves, the children's symptoms significantly
improve. Bowen’s research sets the stage for determining parent practices in high-conflict
families and their relationship to changing chronic conflict and symptoms such as truant

behavior in youth.

The Family Systems Theory assumes that every human being instinctually has a life force
toward differentiation or individuality, similar to the biological makeup of mammals. Kerr
explained, “this force propels the developing child to grow into an emotionally separate person

who can think, feel, and act for himself.”> Bowen noted in his biological studies that mammal

4 Titelman, Differentiation of Self, 23.

5> Michael M. Kerr, “Chronic Anxiety and Defining a Self,” The Atlantic Monthly September (1988): 41.
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offspring raised by their parents became separate, independent, and fully functioning adult
mammals. He suggested that the same biological hardwiring occurs within humans so that
children can separate from their parents as they grow emotionally. However, he noted in his
research that this naturally occurring phenomenon sometimes becomes halted or compromised in
human families due to the presence of chronic anxiety (or conflict) within the emotional

ecosystem at home.

Bowen's theory also focused on an equally important life force to individuality in daily
human functioning called “togetherness.” Bowen stated that a sense of individuality (or
differentiation) and togetherness are forces "written in nature" that contribute to human
function.® Togetherness describes what drives individuals to follow others, to be dependent, and
to connect others tied to feelings and functioning within groups.” This desire to be in a
community is a hardwired feature in humans — life forces are essential and need balance. At the
crossroads of these two forces, tensions, anxiety, and conflict can emerge. When families (known
as emotional units or systems in Bowen's theory) have too much togetherness or fusion, there

tends to be a breakdown in individuality or differentiation among its members. ®

Gilbert described families as emotional units or systems, and whatever affects one affects
each member of the system; therefore, there is an emotional movement among people.” When

one is happy, usually those around “catch” the happiness, and when one is sad, that sadness can

® Peter Titelman, ed., Clinical Applications of Bowen Family Systems Theory (Binghamton, NY: The
Haworth Press, Inc., 1998), 207.

" Titelman, Clinical Applications, 207.

8 Roberta M. Gilbert, The Eight Concepts of Bowen Theory 2™ ed. (Lake Fredrick, VA: Leading Systems
Press, 2004), 5.

° Gilbert, Eight Concepts, 6.
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also be caught.” This normal reaction to emotions within a group implies that according to
Gilbert, “family members trade ‘self” into the family relationship of togetherness and can
become emotionally ‘fused’ to others.”!® The movement of emotion, or anxiety, will bounce
around family members like an infection.!! Bowen and other scholars noted this is biologically
wired into humans as they relate to one another; issues arise when the sense of togetherness takes

over the primary functioning of individuals (specifically, the leaders) within the family unit.
Leadership Differentiation of Self

Differentiation of self is most easily understood as having two levels: 1) the degree to
which one can be an individual while functioning as a part of a group and 2) the ability to
separate one’s feeling process and the intellectual process.!? The late Edwin Friedman carried
Bowen’s Family Systems Theory forward by leaning into leader DoS and the failure of nerve in
leaders in various contexts, including families, congregations, and workplace environments. He
explained to his colleagues that anxious leadership or a lack of self-differentiation can create and

perpetuate a chronically conflicted family system.

Chronically conflicted family systems are families in a systemic state of perpetuating
symptoms. Symptoms can include, but are not limited to, abuse, delinquency, chronic illness,
marital conflict, substance abuse, and more."* Families in a chronic state of conflict can learn

how to shift their concerns about their anxiety or symptoms rather than feeling lost in the

10 Gilbert, Eight Concepts, 6.
1 Gilbert, Eight Concepts, 7.
12 Titelman, Differentiation of Self, 25.

13 Edwin H. Friedman, 4 Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix, Rev. ed. (New York,
NY: Church Publishing, 2017), 66.
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tornado-like effects of emotions and behaviors tied to conflict.'* According to Friedman,
chronically conflicted family systems tend to carry five primary characteristics: herding,
reactivity, blame displacement, quick-fix mentality, and undifferentiated leadership.!> The lack of
defined leadership is the central, most important symptom. They asserted that “when families get
fixed on their symptoms rather than on the emotional processes in motion that keep those
symptoms chronic, they will recycle their problems perpetually no matter what technical changes
they make, how much advice families receive from experts, or how hard they try to understand

their symptoms.”'¢

Anxiety is a critical emotional marker in family systems. Anxiety can be situational or
short-lived, having a negligible effect on the system, or it can be present in a chronic, persistent
state that has significant consequences on emotional attachment in children. How a child
proceeds from separating from their parents towards increasing independence is influenced by
the level of chronic anxiety and lack of individuality (especially in parents) within a family
system.!” In these cases of greater dependence on a parent, the more unresolved the emotional
attachment is in a child. Bowen noted that an individual's unresolved emotional attachment is
predictable and sets the patterns of the emotional process and maturity in a family; it points
directly to how an individual will handle life events and circumstances.!® When this is present in

a child, behavior or mental health issues can emerge, leaving the child struggling to define

14 Friedman, A Failure of Nerve, 65.
15 Friedman, A Failure of Nerve, 68.
16 Friedman, A Failure of Nerve, 66—67.

17 Peter Titelman, ed., Emotional Cutoff: Bowen Family Systems Theory Perspectives (Binghamton, NY:
The Haworth Press, Inc., 2003), 204.

18 Titelman, Emotional Cutoff, 204-205.
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themselves as an individual. The reason this struggle occurs is that their level of anxiety about
being separated from their parents is far too great, so they return to togetherness or oneness with
their parents to remove the anxiety off the child's shoulders. The anxiety does not go away.
Instead, it transfers into another relationship — in this case, the parent—and becomes cyclical as
the intrinsic and biological forces of togetherness and individuality occur. This anxious cycle will

become chronic unless the parent defines self and allows a child to be more independent of them.

Bowen described anxiety as “emotional reactiveness to a real or imagined threat” and it
manifests as behavior in direct relationship to others.!” According to Bowen, we all have some
degree of unresolved attachment to our parents — it is a matter of how much that suggests how
much anxiety we each wrestle with, which determines our ability to define ourselves. At this
fulcrum, parents can lean in and begin to evaluate how they relate to their children or family.
Research and scholarly voices in Family Systems Theory do not place blame on the parent but
instead, create an inspirational diving board into new leadership territory to set families free of

chronic conflict and anxiety.

In a groundbreaking study of families with a member diagnosed as schizophrenic, Bowen
and Butler (2013) observed the families' consistently presenting and reacting as a group in a state
of helplessness and sense of inadequacy among all members.2?° Bowen reported that the high
conflict in a family improved when at least one parent became engaged in solving the problem

within the family.?! The focus was not on the schizophrenic member but instead on the parent.

19 Titelman, Emotional Cutoff, 206.

20 Murray Bowen, The Origins of Family Psychotherapy: The NIMH Family Study Project, ed. John Butler
(Langham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2015), 39.

2! Daniel V. Papero, “Trauma and the Family: A Systems-Oriented Approach,” Australian and New Zealand
Journal of Family Therapy 38 no.4 (2017): 584.
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This study launched Bowen's theory; Bowen wrote, “the family as a functioning system in which
the symptoms of schizophrenia reflected the distressed family's focus on a single individual
carrying the chronic anxiety of the family.”?? In conclusion, he recommended treating the whole
family rather than singling out the individual (with the presenting symptoms) and that services
focus on the family's chronic state of anxiety and helplessness—which meant helping the parents
take responsibility for their contribution to the current dynamics of the family system.?* Since
this study, Bowen observed that all families have these patterns embedded into the emotional
ecosystem at home; it is a matter of the degree of intensity and how family leaders respond to the
anxiety. Understanding families in these predictable patterns allows parents and outside
professionals to apply practical strategies to address family conflict by empowering them to see
and address their chronically anxious responses. It also normalizes the presence of the patterns

rather than casting blame.

The theory supports many types of family emotional and conflict issues, which is a
guiding force within the research to notice the applicability of the principles for any chronic
conflict symptom. Papero capitalized on Bowen's recognition of family as a functioning system
as he researched complex post-traumatic stress syndrome in individuals. He noted the vast array
of clinical techniques for complex trauma to be ineffective unless clinicians take a family
systems approach to adapt their services to support the family as a whole.?* Backing off of

Bowen and Butler, Papero wrote “the human family system as a natural relationship system

22 Bowen, The Origins, 39.
23 Papero, Trauma and the Family, 548.
24 Papero, Trauma and the Family, 538.
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subject to the laws of other natural systems, and family functioning serves a purpose to safeguard
the natural needs of its members, such as food, shelter, and economic stability to support the
individual functioning of each member to contribute to society.”> He and others reported that
individual functioning has critical implications for the health and well-being of each member's
position and role matters. When conflict emerges and sustains, the chronic presence of anxiety
creates a maladaptive functioning within the family system. The family leadership position
(typically the parent) has the most influence on beginning to change the conflict and emotional
responses of the whole. Outside professionals can help model leadership and create the safety or
stability in conflict resolution when the parent is unable to or is operating solely in an

undifferentiated leadership position.

Roberta Gilbert asked a revealing question and outlines a simple answer to begin the
change process of relationship conflict in family systems. However, the simple answer is more
complex, as solid feelings frequently intrude into intellectual thinking in active conflict. She
asked, “How is it possible to change a pattern of conflict?’>® She concluded that when one
person involved in the conflict is willing to focus on self-management by managing their anxiety
and emotional reactivity, they will quickly see how they contribute to keeping the conflict going.
When one gets calmer, the other will follow soon.?” The concept begins the process of

rebalancing healthy togetherness and individuality.

25 Papero, Trauma and the Family, 585.

26 Roberta M. Gilbert, Extraordinary Relationships: A New Way of Thinking About Human Interactions
(Falls Church & Basye, VA: Leading Systems Press, 2017), 17.

7 Gilbert, Extraordinary Relationships, 18.
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Addressing the strengths of families when conflict is present requires recognition, first,
that the family is an emotional unit and that the leaders of the family have the most remarkable
ability to change themselves significantly.?® From there, Gilbert suggested that parents must
recognize and understand how their relationship patterns impact their child and family system
before the child's behaviors change. Readers can connect the dots like Papero suggested, “as the
human family system, a network of relationships, links each family member to each other,
responding dynamically to their environment and the conditions to which all members must
adapt.”? The emphasis on the role of parents in initiating change helps them feel empowered to

improve family dynamics.

Family Systems Theory is strengths-based and focuses on the solution to the symptoms
within the family. Family leaders have the most significant ability or influence to change their
current symptoms. Outside leaders, such as social services, therapists, or mediators, are almost
always secondary influencers and supporting the parent as leader. Scholars agree with Bowen
that children's behavioral or emotional “symptoms,” including truancy, are often an
internalization and projection of the anxiety present in their household and, therefore, are
corrected best by the parents, not a therapist or other outside party.> News like this can be
challenging to receive or unpack as a parent learns that the symptoms in their children mirror the
family relationship patterns they have influenced. Gilbert clarified and extended grace to all

parents in her “Connecting with Our Children” book. Whether a child needs temporary

28 Roberta M. Gilbert, Connecting with Our Children: Guiding Principles for Parents in a Troubled World
(NewYork, NY: John Wiley & Sons, 1999), 41.

2 Daniel Papero, Randall Frost, Laura Havstad, and Robert Noone, “Natural Systems Thinking and the
Human Family,” Systems (Basel) 6, no. 2 (2018): 1, https://doi.org/10.3390/systems6020019.

30 Gilbert, Connecting with our Children, 53.
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hospitalization or other interventions for their symptoms, the parent will remain the best coach,
and the child will change in response to the parent's better emotional functioning.?! Parents (or
outside leaders) can model being the change agent in their story by learning how to leverage
neutral positions, foster emotionally safe environments for relationships, share power during

decision-making, and extracting common values.

Neutral Positioning

While family and therapeutic professionals desire a greater understanding of the
formation and transformational development of the individuals they work with, leadership
experts also evaluate any leadership situation through a family systems lens to better understand
leadership functioning. If experts suggest that families will recycle their anxious symptoms even
when they receive advice or attempt to understand their symptoms—what helps a family recover
from this chronic state? It occurs when a family leader understands that the power for change is
naturally within their system. When leaders can “see” that, they can change how they exercise
their emotional and intellectual responses. This subsection of research focuses on a second
practice, defining the self by functioning from a neutral position and maintaining calm

connectedness as leaders influence change in others.

Emotional Reactivity

Bowen viewed his work through biological evolutionary processes and tied it directly to

individuals stimulated by the fight-or-flight responses, or what he referred to as the “reptilian

3L Gilbert, Connecting with our Children, 53.
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brain,” as one reverts to a prehistoric operative nature.?? Experts suggest that sometimes,
occupying a leadership position (even in families) can heighten one's sense of aloneness,
pressure for decision-making, and responsibility, causing individuals to retreat from appropriate
leadership responses due to anxiety others are expressing.®* Others provide research of less
defined persons reacting to emotional events and fusing emotionally or triangulating with others
in the family system, worsening symptoms of anxiety or conflict. Both responses, if occurring
chronically, will turn into escalating conflict issues within the family because the anxiety has not

been adequately addressed.

Within Bowen's theory, Persram et al. commented, “each family member is a direct and
indirect participant in parent-child and sibling relationships.”** When family leaders reflect on
their reactivity or responses to their family system, they must account that they are also in a
relationship with their own family of origin. They may or may not have unresolved emotional
attachments to one or both of their parents. Their family of origin dynamics and upbringing
contribute directly or indirectly to how they react to their children and partners. This requires
parents to observe their reactivity to their household members and reflect on how they react to

their parents as they make appropriate changes to their emotional responses.

Family conflict is common, and so is emotional reactivity. In an older study, 18- to 30-

year-olds reported that conflict was common, and most disputes were verbal. Verbal aggression

32 Boss, Sourcebook of Family Theories, 510.

33 Robert Firestone, J oyce. Catlett, and Lisa A. Firestone, The Self Under Siege: A Therapeutic Model for
Differentiation (New York, NY: Routledge, 2013), 171.

34 Ryan J. Persram, Alyssa Scirocco, Sandra Della Porta, and Nina Howe, “Moving Beyond the Dyad:
Broadening Our Understanding of Family Conflict,” Human Development 63, no. 1 (2019): 39.
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(or yelling) was typical during two-person (marital or parent-child, sibling) disagreements.
“Della Porta and Howe's study found that children's and mothers' reports of their power use
during conflict scenarios differed; children reported that mothers used coercion regarding social
conventions and safety issues, while mothers stated they intervened with information and
coercion to protect.”*> While usually well intended, this posture in both studies is emotionally
reactive and conflicting within families. Emotional reactivity in parent leaders is a loss of
objectivity and a less constructive form of conflict. Managing conflict constructively and
positively, rather than ignoring it or stopping it, is critical to healthy families.*®* Most conflict
resolution techniques and training are reserved for professionals, while most of society has no
formal training to resolve conflict healthily. However, everyday households and parents could
benefit from practical practices, such as leveraging a neutral stance, to address their conflict

healthily.

Research shows examples of success for non-emotional or neutral reactions, such as
parental mediation. Parental mediation is an option if parents can operate neutrally and
encourage children to understand others' perspectives and feelings and empower them to come
up with a mutually agreeable resolution.?” Smith and Ross conducted a randomized control study
in which parents learned mediation, encouraged healthy compromises, and helped promote

awareness of how others felt versus no intervention control groups.®® Both of these studies reveal

35S, Della Porta and N. Howe, “Assessing Mothers' and Children's Perceptions of Power Through Personal,
Conventional, and Prudential Conflict Situations,” Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 58 no.4, (2012): 507,
https://doi.org/10.1353/mpq.2012.0024.

36 Persram et al., “Moving Beyond the Dyad,” 52.

37 H. Ross, Parent Mediation of Sibling Conflict: Addressing Issues of Fairness and Morality Edited by C.
Wainryb & H. E. Recchia, (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 144., and Persram et al., “Moving
Beyond the Dyad,” 53.

38 Persram et al., “Moving Beyond the Dyad,” 53.
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that the ability of one family member to remain non-reactive is a very successful conflict

resolution technique for bringing a family back into homeostasis and addressing behavior.

In The State of Leadership Ethics and the Work that Lies Before Us, Joanne B. Cuilla
stated, “The more positional power the leaders have, the greater their responsibility for what they
do and do not do.”? A well-differentiated parental leader (or outside leader) will exercise power
appropriately and responsibly while simultaneously holding other family members accountable
to the exact measurements to which they hold themselves. The research shows that parents can
carefully and neutrally mediate conflict between siblings by entering the conflict non-reactively
and seeing the problem from an objective position. Parents can find hope by slowing down and
identifying their reactivity. They can also look for objectivity while working towards being less

reactive to create similar results even in chronically anxious family systems.

Ronald Richardson's book “Couples Conflict: A Family Systems Approach to Marriage
Counseling” reflected on examples of family leadership and parenting couples with higher levels
of DoS to be more objective and thoughtful, less reactive to the emotionality of others, and move
deliberately with self-discipline, even in anxious situations.*® Bowen stated that “well-
differentiated people can live more freely, have more satisfying emotional lives within the
emotional family system, fully participate within intense emotional events and remain logically

rational and free of enmeshing into the problem.”*! A leader's response to intellectually working

39 Firestone, et al., The Self Under Siege, 174.

40 Ronald W. Richardson, Couples in Conflict: A Family Systems Approach to Marriage Counseling
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2010), 44.

4! Bowen, Family Therapy in Clinical Practice, 369.



Restorative Leadership™ 15

through their emotions instead of high emotional reactivity is crucial to increasing self-

difference.

Michael Kerr's research in “Bowen's Theory Secrets: Revealing the Hidden Life of
Families,” provided examples of well-defined family leadership and the expression of their
positional power. Parents' constructive and non-reactive responses can thematically evolve as
'shared power' in the scholarly literature relating to Bowen's theory. Parent creativity is essential
to foster a neutral and loving response. It can require a parent to pause, take a step back, and
make a plan to reenter the discussion more neutrally. It is appropriate for a period of reflection if
needed. Determining ways to connect with effective parental responses is wide and varied, but
communication journals shared between a parent and child can be one way to effectively foster
change. One particular parent and child journal express the willingness to commit to that change
led by the parent.*?> Another non-reactive response to foster change effectively is parent
facilitation of a restorative practice called a circle.*® The circle is a simple yet profound three-
step communication process supporting a group's common values and slowing down
conversations with a talking piece with a specific nature to reduce reactivity. These tools are
effective when the parent can engage in practical, intellectual, or “thinking” responses vs
emotional reactions. These tools can be practical for neutral or non-reactive responses and help

parents be accountable for defining themselves with appropriate guardrails when emotions run

high.

42 Lisa J. Welter, It’s Your Path (St. Paul, MN: Lisa Welter, 2016). Accessed July 4, 2024.
https://www.thekatallassogroup.com/familyresources.

43 “The Circle Guide: How Families Can Address Conflict in Healthier Ways,” Family Resources. The
Katallasso Group, last modified July 4, 2024, https://www.thekatallassogroup.com/familyresources.
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When Outside Neutrals are Helpful

Due to higher volatility or violent behavior in family systems, it is not always possible for
a parent leader to exercise neutrality independently. Gilbert recommended seeking a trusted,
neutral family member, friend, or professional help. An experienced neutral facilitator, trained in
restorative leadership techniques could be a family mediator, a circle facilitator, system-trained
therapist, or coach. Occasionally, these situations warrant hospitalization, incarceration, or
treatment, which may provide temporary relief. However, the long-term change will occur in the
nuclear family unit and falls heavily on the parents' shoulders for responsibility, not outside
professionals.** Even with neutrals helping facilitate, the parents will still be most influential in
coaching their children, not the therapist or mediator.** It is essential for a parent to carefully
select a neutral that sees and practices their neutrality from that lens. Neutral mediators with
restorative leadership*® or transformative*’ approaches are philosophically trained to effectively
guide conflicted parties as the most capable of leading their lives and being the residential

experts for decision-making.

Bowen defined neutral facilitation or coaching during his clinical research. He stated that
conflict is reduced between two conflicted individuals when a neutral third party can remain

engaged.*® Similar to how a parent can successfully and neutrally mediate between siblings to

4 Gilbert, Connecting with Our Children, 53.
4 Gilbert, Connecting with Our Children, 53.

46 The Katallasso Group, “FAQs: What is Restorative Family Mediation?” accessed July 4, 2024,
https://www.thekatallassogroup.com/fags.

47 Robert A. Baruch Bush and Joseph P. Folger, The Promise of Mediation 2
(Hoboken, NJ: Jossey-Bass, 2004), 81.

“8 Bowen, Family Therapy in Clinical Practice, 224.
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stop triangulation, a neutral third party can do the same if matters have escalated to the point

where outside resources are engaged.

Research explores the triangulation phenomenon through scholarly input on various
family conflicts in mediation and therapeutic environments. Wayne Regina offered practical
guidance to family mediators on recognizing and addressing differentiation amid conflicted
families, not being “caught” in the emotions, and instead bringing out the best in those arguing.*’
Case study examples offer great insight into the tension points and expressions of power that
lead to destructive tendencies; family leaders must rise above those tendencies by presenting
themselves as more mature in response to achieve successful outcomes in Michael Kerr's

research.

Parents should feel supported if an outside neutral is helpful for their situation. They can
find encouragement in knowing that a properly trained neutral can help the family develop
positive working relationships while modeling a practical stance of non-reactive responses for
the parents to adopt eventually. Bowen pointed to the effectiveness of standing beside family
members or lending a hand without becoming triangled or entangled emotionally, which has
incredible results.>® In Family Systems Theory, neutrals are regularly suggested to help parents
define themselves and establish values as they evaluate the reactions of other family members

and the family's responses towards 'togetherness' or 'individuality.' Restorative leaders should

49 Wayne F. Regina, Applying Family Systems Theory to Mediation: A Practitioner s Guide (Lanham:
University Press of America, 2011), 64.

50 Peter Titelman, ed. Triangles: Bowen Family Systems Theory Perspectives (Philadelphia, PA: The
Haworth Press, Taylor & Francis Group, 2008), 43.
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also teach and equip parents in their techniques (once the parent exhibits and can maintain a non-

reactive posture) to sustain with the family long after they complete services.

In conclusion, understanding the dynamics of emotional reactivity and learning how to
leverage neutrality is crucial for effective leadership within family systems. Emotional reactivity
in family leaders will contribute to ongoing conflicts. At the same time, non-emotional or neutral
reactions, such as parental mediation or bringing in an outside neutral, can lead to successful
conflict resolution and bring the family back into homeostasis. Encouraging family leaders to
exercise power appropriately and responsibly while holding other family members accountable is
essential for healthy family functioning. By recognizing the impact of emotional reactivity and
striving for neutrality, family leaders can gain confidence and skills to support positive

transformation while creating a harmonious environment within the family system.

Building & Modeling Emotionally Safe Environments for Fostering Relationships

Restorative leadership is known for its focus on creating safe, inclusive, supportive, and
accountable environments that invite transformation in all coming together for a common
purpose. Little research on this leadership style requires this researcher to piece together traits
that help serve the needs of families through researching restorative practices. Generally
speaking, a priority in this style is to create opportunities for emotional shifts, resulting in
constructive communication and changed behavior due to the buy-in process of consensus

building.

Restorative leadership is most popularly known for effectively addressing conflict when
harm to relationships and others has occurred. It has ties to ancient societies, and if one looks

hard enough into various cultural backgrounds, one will find restorative leadership in some
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format in ancestral behavior, as it was the technique to address social order matters long before

institutions emerged into broader society.

Relationship building is critical to building healthy and strong communities. Regardless
of a family or nation, healthy systems must have mutual trust, open communication, and respect.
Relationships can break down during conflict but can redevelop in an environment where a
leader helps individuals feel heard, valued, and supported. Relationship building best happens
within the context of the community. Yet the human tendency to handle conflict in isolation
seems to prevail in traditional conflict resolution practices recommended by their leaders (L.e.,

Judges, Lawyers, and others).

The conventional process includes legal counsel and judicial officers making decisions
primarily behind closed court doors. Or alternative dispute resolution (ADR) processes can be
helpful strategies, which include eight or more methods to choose from. Rule 114 of The
Minnesota General Rules of Practice governs ADR for civil or family cases, recognizes a wide
range of options such as mediation-arbitration and has room for an ADR leadership style focused
on relationship-building and community.’! Restorative Family Mediation or Restorative

Leadership can be a highly effective approach to support families in conflict.

Leaders offering an ADR process with relationship-building can confidently support a
variety of family conflict matters, including juvenile behavioral issues, mental health, crimes
against children such as sexual abuse, and more. While studies angle from various needs of

families, but not directly family-focused, it reveals leaders focused on relationship building, in

5! Linda Mealey-Lohmann and Eduardo Wolle, "Pockets of Innovation in Minnesota's Alternative Dispute
Resolution Journey," William Mitchell Law Review 33 (Jan 01, 2006): 482.



Restorative Leadership™ 20

the context of conflict, to be more effective and supportive of the family structure. A growing
body of research includes analyses of the damage of traditional leadership processes and the need
for restorative leadership traits to improve family relationships, perceptions of justice, and

outcomes.

One study analyzed the experience of youth and their parents engaged with the traditional
justice process and gathered their feedback to move towards relationship-building leadership
styles and approaches. Emerging themes from those involved with the study offered these
perceptions: Families were overextended and experienced high stress, families felt shamed,
families lost power in the process, and mental health needed to be taken into account.>* They
concluded that relationships and family structure suffered in the traditional deficit-based
approach of leaders blaming families and suggested a shift to a more holistic model that does not

compromise families’ ability to self-determine their own well-being.>

Studies conducted in Minnesota offer promising results using relationship-focused
processes to address criminal matters within families around sexual abuse. These empirical
studies highlighted the increased mental well-being and social support of those offenders when
their community recognized them as “non-disposable” and worth pouring into relationally to
address harm to others.>* The strategy offers to reduce recidivism and overall cost savings to the

community.

52 Bita Amani, et al., "Families and the Juvenile Justice System," Family & Community Health 41, no. 1
(January/March 2018): 57. http://doi.org.10.1097/FCH.0000000000000172.

53 Amani, "Families and the Juvenile Justice System," 61.
5% Grant Duwe, "Can Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA) Significantly Reduce Sexual

Recidivism? Results from a Randomized Controlled Trial in Minnesota," Journal of Experimental Criminology 14,
no. 4 (Mar 13, 2018): 464.
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A New Hampshire study provides similar results to those with allegations of child sexual
abuse and the use of relationship-building processes by restorative leaders. Healing and
transformational improvements included pro-social behavior such as age-appropriate
relationships, increased mental well-being, reconciliation within fractured family relationships,

and resolution of their conflict.>?

These studies shed light, from multiple angles of conflict and the need for restoration of
family relationships against the tendency of traditional leaders seeking “punishment and justice”
spanning across both American justice systems.>® It also illuminates that relational healing is

necessary for every family conflict experience so they have opportunities to heal.

Restorative practices and techniques act as helpful guardrails to the restorative leader
facilitating and the members of a highly conflicted family system as they commit to supporting

the change of the fundamental problem of conflict ties to family relationships.

The inherent nature of restorative practitioners elevates the need for healing within the
broken relationships as parties work towards resolution and forgiveness of matters with other
stakeholders.>’” Howard Zehr is a forerunning leader in restorative practices and aligns his work
with biblical principles. More specifically, he sees restorative practices moving people back to

“shalom” and to covenant relationships.>®

55 Andrew Bates, Ron Macrae, Dominic Williams, and Carrie Webb, "Ever-Increasing Circles: A
Descriptive Study of Hampshire and Thames Valley Circles of Support and Accountability 2002-09," The Journal of
Sexual Aggression 18, no. 3 (Nov 01, 2012): 355.

5 Wanda D. McCaslin, Justice as Healing: Indigenous Ways 1st ed. (St. Paul, Minn: Living Justice Press,
2005): 3.
57 Howard Zehr, Changing Lenses (Scottsdale, PA: Herald Press, 1990): 53.

S8 Zehr, Changing Lenses, 136.
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The social discipline window clarifies the need to include community and relationships
around conflict. The social discipline window also defines restorative practices as a highly
supportive and controlled leadership model (with set limits around guiding principles and
values). According to Tim Wachtel, the fundamental unifying hypothesis of restorative practices
is that “human beings are happier, more cooperative and productive, and more likely to make
positive changes in their behavior when those in positions of authority do things with them,
rather than to them or for them.”® Thus, the most effective restorative leader upholds and
promotes community relationship-building. As restorative leaders carry the flag and model
relationship-building, they must extract shared values from the group while maintaining a non-

anxious presence.
Extracting Shared Values with a Non-Anxious Presence

In the midst of conflict, individuals often become entrenched in personal narratives,
blame cycles, or survival behaviors. It can oftentimes feel like a spinning tornado of emotions
and reactivity. A restorative leader’s role is not to impose control, but to cultivate connection—
and one of the most effective ways to do that is by guiding the group to identify their strengths
and claim their shared values. These values serve as a foundation for mutual understanding and a
compass for moving forward. By slowing the process down, creating space for reflection, and

inviting each voice to be heard, the restorative leader helps transform chaos into clarity.

Supporting a change in the relationship during the conflict requires patience and non-

anxious leadership skills. Conflict can be a vehicle to invite opportunities for growth and

59 Tim Wachtel, "The Next Step: Developing Restorative Communities” (conference, Seventh International
Conference on Conferencing, Circles and other Restorative Practices, Manchester, UK, November 2005).
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development. Establishing shared values among the group is an important responsibility of a
restorative leader —helping people to “come to the table” and co-create the environment to allow

for change to begin.

When leaders can lift out the shared values (of a group) while offering support, guidance,
and guardrails to help conflicted individuals, they can reach their full potential and satisfactory
resolution. They can be the change agent optimizing everyone’s success in that chronically

anxious family system.

Edwin Friedman suggests chronic anxiety is systemic, compared to the volatile
atmosphere of a room filled with gas fumes.®® When it comes to highly anxious families,
Friedman explains that the only way out of this chronic condition is a leader willing to go
through a temporary yet more painful acute phase to confront and remain stable in the emotional
process occurring.®! That leader could be the restorative neutral facilitator, or it could be a
household leader operating neutrally. Usually, the leaders (i.e., parents) within a family structure
walking through severe or chronic conflict need a strong, non-anxious, and steady leader walking
them through the most painful area of conflict to help them move out of their highly anxious

state and into resolution.

Community based processes such as restorative practices operate with primary guiding
principles to help a group of people move towards peaceful resolution. These guiding principles

are well-known with the restorative justice movement but offer a common sense approach to

0 Edwin H. Friedman, 4 Failure of Nerve, Revised Edition (La Vergne: Church Publishing Incorporated,
2017): 65.
! Friedman, A Failure of Nerve, 65.
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daily living with others and can be introduced to a conflicted family to select values for

themselves. These values or principles are:

e All humans have inherent value, dignity, worth, and deserve respect.

e All human beings have unique talents, gifts, and experiences to share with others.
e All humans are connected in relationships. What one does has an impact on others.
e All humans were designed to live out and fulfill their purpose and calling.

e We have what we need to get started.

e All are invited to include their spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical needs.%?

When a family in conflict can name and commit to shared values, they gain more than a
temporary benefits for their discussion—they access a deeper alignment that can sustain them
beyond the crisis. The restorative leader’s calm presence and thoughtful facilitation make it
possible for people to remember how they wish to be treated or respected, see their
interconnectedness, and build a new relational contract based on dignity, respect, and purpose. In
this way, values aren’t just named—they’re /ived, becoming the framework for healing,

accountability, and lasting peace.
Sharing Power for Decision-Making

Most leaders have seen Lord Acton’s famous quote, "Power tends to corrupt, and absolute
power corrupts absolutely."®® This research looks to Robert Greenleaf’s work as he wrote
extensively on servant leadership. Servant leaders and restorative leaders share a leadership trait
in which they are intrinsically motivated to serve other people's needs above themselves, and
their view of power ties to their service. Greenleaf digs deeper into this motivation as a leader

who has also spent time healing from their journey to respond authentically to the needs of

62 Kay Pranis, The Little Book of Circle Processes: A New/Old Approach to Peacemaking (New York, New
York: Good Books, 2005), 15.

63 Robert K. Greenleaf and Larry C. Spears. The Power of Servant-Leadership: Essays (San Francisco, CA:
Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 1998), 47.
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others, which is helpful to understand this attribute in a restorative leader. He suggests that
servant leaders will acknowledge that their healing is their motivation.®* They are driven by a

peaceful intrinsic nature focusing on others.

Leaders willing to model and share power with others also have significant ethical
responsibilities regarding accountability in a private environment. When accountability is absent,
there are significant ramifications, including the breakdown of the moral fabric of society at large
when power and ethics go unchecked. Public trust disappears, and the moral fabric of the
community begins to fray.5> Restorative leaders employ techniques that intentionally distribute
power and build off the group's strengths. Modeling and sharing power is the trait that sets
restorative leadership apart from all other forms of leadership and alternative dispute resolution

processes.

Mary Follett offers two principles that support leadership ethics and Greenleaf’s focus on
serving others and the common good. These principles are related to how a leader engages in
conflict and power. She refers to them as creative conflict and power with rather than power
over.® Power over is coercive and manipulative; power with integrates and considers the wants
of all concerned.®” Peter Northouse categorizes these as the conduct and character of a leader’s

ethical standing.%® Together, these ideas affirm that ethical and restorative leadership is not about

% Greenleaf, et al, Servant Leadership, 36.

85 William E. Richardson, "Ethics in Leadership," The Journal of Applied Christian Leadership 6, no. 1
(2012): 15.

6 Mary Parker Follett, Creative Experience (New York, NY: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1924), 13.

67 Larry C. Spears and Michele Lawrence. Focus on Leadership: Servant-Leadership for the Twenty-First
Century (New York: J. Wiley & Sons, 2002), 217.

68 Peter Guy Northouse, Leadership 9th ed., (Los Angeles, CA: SAGE, 2022), 426.
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dominance, but about fostering inclusive dialogue, mutual respect, and collaborative problem-

solving.

A general assumption of the betterment of the collective whole by ethical leaders pulls
both Follett's principles and Greenleaf's servant leadership for others served to a "healthier,

wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants. "

Greenleaf digs deeper into this motivation as a leader who has also spent time healing
from their journey to respond to the needs of others authentically, ultimately providing a
nurturing and inclusive atmosphere for the betterment of all. He suggests that servant leaders will
acknowledge that their healing is their motivation and often extend the invitation to others.”®
Restorative leaders carry these traits of servant leaders to find suitable strategies to maintain their

ethical posture to serve and carry power carefully alongside and with families.

In conclusion, the evidence in theoretical arguments concludes that restorative leaders
understand and work towards differentiation of self (BFST), they build and model emotionally
safe environments to promote relationships, they provide a non-anxious presence while drawing

out shared values, and intentionally share power.

For both parents and the professionals who support them, restorative leadership offers a
transformational framework for resolving conflict and strengthening family relationships. While
the model calls parents to lead with emotional maturity, shared values, and a calm, ethical

presence. At the same time, it invites professionals to engage families as allies—modeling non-

8 Spears and Lawrence, Focus on Leadership, 218.
"Greenleaf et al., Servant Leadership, 36.
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anxious leadership and relational repair while respecting the unique and irreplaceable influence
of parents. When professionals adopt this restorative posture, they help equip families to
internalize healthier patterns and sustain positive change on their own terms. Ultimately,
restorative leadership affirms that lasting change is relational at its core, built through trust,

accountability, and the shared commitment to healing and growth within the family system.

Training Available

To find training on Parent Workshops, Restorative Leadership, or Restorative Family

Mediation — please head to The Katallasso Group website for more information.
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