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You tell someone you love that you want something different. It may be a quiet evening, a change in how
you divide responsibilities, or a decision they would not make for themselves. Their expression changes.
They become disappointed, anxious, or angry, and suddenly your own position becomes harder to hold.
You begin explaining, softening, or reconsidering, even though nothing about what you wanted has
actually changed.

Another person encounters the same moment and moves in the opposite direction. The first sign of
disappointment feels like an attempt at control. They grow certain, distant, or dismissive. What began as a
preference becomes a declaration of independence. They protect their right to choose, but the relationship
loses access to them.

Many of us move between these responses. We accommodate until we feel trapped, then withdraw until
we feel lonely. We want closeness, yet fear its demands; we want freedom, yet dislike what distance costs.
Differentiation addresses this tension: how to develop a position of our own while remaining capable of
relationship with someone who has a position of theirs.

The Difference Between a Position and a Reaction

Murray Bowen described differentiation as a capacity to think and act with greater steadiness amid the
emotional pressures of relationships (1978). His framework distinguishes an independently considered
position from pleasing, reflexive opposition, or attempts to control another person’s functioning. It also
recognizes realistic dependence on others. Differentiation is not achieved by becoming indifferent to the
people we love.

In everyday life, the distinction often becomes visible after disagreement. Can we remain interested in
what the other person means without immediately abandoning our view? Can we reconsider because
something new makes sense, rather than because their displeasure has become unbearable? Can we hold a
limit without requiring them to approve of it?

The answer may vary across relationships and circumstances. Someone who speaks clearly at work may
become uncertain with a parent. Someone who feels secure with friends may become controlling when
afraid of losing a partner. Rather than assigning ourselves a permanent category, we can examine the
encounters in which our capacity to choose becomes narrower.
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What Belonging Required

Children depend on relationships they cannot simply renegotiate. They discover which feelings are
welcomed, whose wishes take priority, and what happens when they object. In some homes, a child’s
disagreement invites curiosity. In others, it threatens a parent’s authority, happiness, or sense of being
loved. A child may learn to preserve connection by becoming agreeable, helpful, quiet, or exceptionally
competent.

These adaptations can remain useful long after childhood. Attentiveness supports friendship, and
cooperation makes shared life possible. Difficulty arises when an old requirement becomes invisible: I
may belong only if no one is disappointed in me. A request then carries more than its practical meaning. It
can feel like a test of whether we are allowed to remain loved.

Others learn to protect a sense of self through opposition. If being influenced once meant being overruled,
resistance may become automatic. Before considering a suggestion, we need to establish that no one gets
to tell us what to do. Both accommodation and opposition can keep the other person at the center of our
decisions, even when one appears compliant and the other fiercely independent.

When Disappointment Feels Like a Verdict

Disappointing someone can evoke guilt, fear, and grief. We may imagine that a boundary proves we are
selfish or that a difference reveals a lack of love. The body can respond before we have examined those
conclusions: a sinking stomach, tight throat, or urgent wish to make the conversation end. These reactions
deserve attention without automatically deciding the question before us.

A partner might say, “I was hoping we would spend the weekend together.” That statement could be an
ordinary expression of longing. It could also become pressure if disappointment is followed by
punishment, threats, or repeated refusal to accept an answer. Differentiation requires noticing what actually
happens rather than treating every unhappy response as manipulation.

It also requires allowing ordinary disappointment to exist. “I understand you wanted that. I am still going
to spend Saturday with my friend” may be a caring and honest response. The other person does not have to
feel pleased immediately. Their feeling can matter without becoming a verdict we must reverse.

Letting Someone Matter

We can become so focused on preserving ourselves that we overlook the vulnerability involved in allowing
another person to affect us. Receiving comfort, asking for help, or acknowledging that an absence hurts
can feel dangerous. We may prefer to call ourselves independent rather than recognize how much a
relationship means.

Attachment theory offers a necessary companion to differentiation. Human beings seek dependable
relationships and turn toward others for support; dependence does not disappear with adulthood (Bowlby,
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1988; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). A relationship can support autonomy as well as comfort. Someone’s
presence may help us face a difficult task without taking the task away from us.

The question is how we participate in that dependence. “I would really appreciate reassurance tonight”
expresses a need and leaves room for a response. “If you loved me, you would know what to say” turns
that need into a test. At the other extreme, “Your anxiety is yours to manage” may preserve distance while
ignoring a reasonable opportunity to offer care. Maturity includes asking and answering, as well as
declining.

The Calm Person Is Not Always the Clearer Person

In a difficult conversation, the person who appears calm can seem more credible than the person who is
upset. Sometimes calmness reflects an ability to listen and think. Sometimes it reflects disengagement,
certainty, or the advantage of having less at stake. Tears, trembling, or anger do not establish that
someone’s position is mistaken.

Likewise, intensity does not establish that someone’s interpretation is accurate. A powerful feeling may
accompany a valid complaint, an old fear, or both. Differentiation asks us to keep thought available while
acknowledging feeling. “I am very upset, and I want to understand what happened before deciding what it
means” can express more responsibility than a composed dismissal.

This distinction matters wherever emotional expression is judged unevenly. One person may be labeled
irrational while another’s withdrawal is treated as reasonable. We need to examine the conduct and the
substance of the exchange, including whose needs are routinely postponed. A quiet voice does not make an
unequal arrangement fair.

Speaking From Where You Stand

The language of an “I-position” is intended to make our thinking, values, and choices more explicit. It can
be simple: “I need time to consider this.” “I want us to share that responsibility.” “I am willing to discuss
the problem, and I will stop the conversation if we begin insulting each other.” The speaker identifies
something they can stand behind and act upon.

An accusation does not become an I-position by beginning with the word “I.” “I feel that you are selfish”
still judges the other person. “I need you to agree that I am right” still demands control over their view. A
clearer statement describes what matters, what we are asking for, and what we intend to do.

The position also needs to remain open to information. We might discover that we misunderstood an
agreement or overlooked another person’s burden. Revising our view after learning something is different
from surrendering it to end tension. The aim is a position we can examine honestly, not a posture we must
defend indefinitely.
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Caring Without Taking Over

An adult child struggles with money. A partner faces a painful work situation. A friend repeatedly returns
to a relationship that hurts them. We may see a possible solution and feel increasing urgency when it is not
taken. Their choices begin to occupy our attention, and our own life moves to the background.

A useful distinction is between participating in someone’s difficulty and becoming responsible for
directing its outcome. We can offer help, name concerns, and decide what resources we can reasonably
contribute. We can also acknowledge that the other person has decisions to make. “I can help you review
the budget, but I cannot continue paying the shortfall” combines involvement with a limit.

Actual responsibilities differ. Parenting a young child, caring for a dependent adult, and honoring shared
financial commitments cannot be reduced to a rule that everyone handles their own feelings.
Differentiation includes the duties we have accepted and the realities others live within. It helps us fulfill
those duties deliberately rather than using either rescue or withdrawal as the only available response.

Having an Effect Without Owning Every Feeling

Our actions affect other people. A careless remark, broken commitment, or abrupt departure may cause
pain that deserves acknowledgment and repair. We cannot reasonably claim independence from the
consequences of how we behave. At the same time, we cannot guarantee that every honest choice will
leave everyone comfortable.

Consider a partner who wants an evening alone. They might announce it contemptuously, disappear
without explanation, or discuss it with care while honoring existing responsibilities. The wish for solitude
is similar; the conduct and impact differ. A boundary can be legitimate while its delivery still needs repair.

This allows a more precise response: “I still needed that time, but I regret how I spoke to you.” We
preserve the decision and take responsibility for the injury. Conversely, we may apologize repeatedly for a
reasonable limit because we confuse another person’s disappointment with wrongdoing. Understanding the
difference takes attention to context, agreements, and behavior.

Two People With Real Experiences

A disagreement becomes more difficult when each person needs their experience to disqualify the other’s.
If I felt pressured, your request must have been coercive. If you felt neglected, my need for rest must have
been uncaring. We begin arguing over which person is permitted to have a legitimate reality.

Jessica Benjamin’s work on mutual recognition offers a relational framework for this difficulty (1988,
2018). Recognition involves encountering another person as someone with a mind and experience of their
own. Applied to everyday disagreement, it invites us to acknowledge what an encounter was like for the
other person while remaining able to describe what it was like for us.

“You felt left alone, and I was exhausted” can open a conversation that ““You should not have felt
abandoned” closes. Acknowledging both experiences does not settle whether a commitment was broken or
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what should change. It creates a better starting point for examining those questions. Mutual recognition
requires room for facts, responsibility, and asymmetry as well as different feelings.

The Conditions That Make Choice Possible

Advice about holding a position can sound straightforward when someone has money, housing, social
support, and freedom from retaliation. It means something different for a person whose partner controls the
finances or whose family provides essential care. Gender, religion, culture, disability, and economic
conditions shape what disagreement may cost.

A woman expected to carry most of a household’s emotional and practical labor may be told she needs
better boundaries when the arrangement itself needs to change. A man taught that needing comfort is
weakness may be praised for autonomy while becoming increasingly isolated. A person from a family that
values collective obligation may reasonably experience responsibility differently from someone raised to
prioritize individual preference.

Differentiation should help us examine those conditions. It should not turn an individualistic ideal into a
measure of everyone’s maturity. Nor should it ask someone to practice tolerating coercion. Where
disagreement carries threats, intimidation, or danger, outside support and practical protection may be more
important than learning to stay in the conversation.

A Pause That Preserves the Relationship

When relational pressure increases, a small pause can make more choice available. We can ask what
happened, what we feel, what we are assuming, and what matters to us. Perhaps the facts are that a partner
asked twice, we feel cornered, and we assume refusal will lead to a fight. The assumption may reflect
experience, but it still deserves to be identified separately from the request.

The pause need not be a formal exercise. “lI want to answer thoughtfully. Let me think about what I can
actually offer” may prevent an automatic agreement followed by resentment. “I notice I want to reject this
immediately. I need a moment to hear what you are asking” may prevent an automatic refusal.

Afterward, action matters. If we say we will return, we need to return or communicate what has changed. If
we set a limit, we need to consider whether we can carry it out. Clarity becomes trustworthy when words
and behavior become more consistent.

After an exchange, ask what became more recognizable. Perhaps you held a limit, offered more fitting
help, or revised a plan because a commitment mattered. There may still be grief about approval you did not
receive. Gendlin’s experiential inquiry helps us check whether the words fit what we actually know and
feel (1980), without requiring a bodily exercise. Knudson-Martin’s work adds a practical question about
power: whose needs and influence changed the arrangement (2013)? A position becomes more responsible
when its consequences can correct it, including consequences for someone with fewer options.

Brian Kennedy Learning | Educational material



Practicing in Ordinary Life

The Differentiation pathway follows this work through five capacities: locating ourselves within relational
pressure, keeping thought available when activated, speaking a position, caring without taking over, and
maintaining connection where contact is safe. Each becomes more useful when connected to an ordinary
encounter rather than an abstract image of the person we should become.

We might begin with a preference we usually conceal, a request we usually accept too quickly, or help we
find difficult to receive. A small experiment could involve asking for time before answering, describing a
difference without proving the other person wrong, or accepting comfort without immediately repaying it.
We then notice what happened, including anything that challenges our original explanation.

Some attempts will reveal that another person can tolerate more honesty than we expected. Others will
reveal limits in the relationship that we need to take seriously. Growth may involve greater closeness,
firmer boundaries, repair, or grief. The purpose is to become more able to participate in reality, including
realities we would not have chosen.

We do not need to become untouched by love to remain ourselves. We can miss someone, need them,
disagree with them, and still have a position. We can also discover that keeping a relationship exactly as it
has been would require too much disappearance. Differentiation makes room to examine both possibilities:
what allows us to stay, and what staying asks us to give up.
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