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The triad is a key element in family therapy. It is clinically useful to conceptualize it as a unit with 

a structure of its own. This paper suggests that a typical triadic system consists of a pair of 

allies and an isolate, or ,, odd-man-out," all of whom are
,, 

stuck" in a rigid pattern that has 

become dysfunctional. The therapist can break the pattern by developing interventions 

specifically designed to create new alliances and thus broaden the family's behavioral repertoire. 

One of the major shifts brought about through development of family therapy and family theory 

is the increased interest in groups larger than the dyad. To some extent this development has 

been retarded by the lack of a vocabulary that deals with the triad (or larger groups) as a 

functioning entity. Typically, interaction in groups larger than two is described in terms of the 

various dyadic combinations, with the focus on the dyads rather than the larger group. 

This lack of precise language has not, thankfully, stopped the thinking. Bowen (2) describes the 

triangle as the building block of the family emotional system. 

In calm periods, two members of the triangle have a comfortable emotional alliance, and the third, 

in the unfavored outsider position, moves either toward winning the favor of one of the others or 

toward rejection, which may be planned as winning favor. In tension situations, the outsider is in 

the favored position and both of the emotionally overinvolved ones will predictably make efforts 

to involve the third in the conflict. 

Zuk describes,, pathogenic relating" in the triad that causes
,, 

distortions 

in patterns of relating among family members which may be important in a causal sense in 

producing symptoms in members,, (1 3, p. 91). 

Haley draws a picture of the inter-generational triangle in pathological systems (6) and reports 

research that demonstrates the rigidification in family triads with a disturbed child (5). 

Weakland (12) applies the double-bind hypothesis to three-party interaction and finds 

opportunity for both parties of the alliance to separately "victimize" the third with separate 

double binds. 

However, use of the triad concept in designing therapeutic interventions has been slow to develop. 

Zuk uses mediation and side-taking
,, 

to replace pathogenic relating" (1 3). The Philadelphia group 

describes a "perverse triangle" that cuts across generational lines: "In most families where the 

child has a symptom, you find that he is in a special kind of triangle with his parents. One parent 

will be intensely involved with him. The other parent will be more peripheral" (1, p. 5). They 
























