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Explain emotional triangulation. What are the psychological pillars. List 22 
examples of ET. What can be done instead of ET?

Below is a clinical-psychological, relationship-science explanation of Emotional 
Triangulation (ET)—structured, precise, and practical.

1. What is Emotional Triangulation?
Emotional triangulation occurs when two people avoid directly addressing tension 
between them by involving a third person (real or symbolic) to regulate anxiety, 
gain validation, discharge emotion, or shift responsibility.

Instead of:

“You and I need to talk.”

It becomes:

“Let me bring someone/something else into this so I don’t have to face you 
directly.”

The “third point” of the triangle may be:

A person (friend, child, coworker, ex, therapist)

A group (family, workplace, religion, social media audience)

An idea or object (work, illness, addiction, ideology)

ET temporarily reduces anxiety but chronically damages trust, intimacy, and 
autonomy.
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2. Psychological Pillars of Emotional 
Triangulation
1. Anxiety Regulation

ET lowers immediate emotional discomfort by outsourcing tension.

2. Conflict Avoidance

Direct confrontation feels unsafe, threatening, or overwhelming.

3. Attachment Insecurity

Common in anxious-avoidant or fearful attachment styles.

4. Validation Seeking

Third parties are used to confirm “I’m right” or “I’m not the bad one.”

5. Power Redistribution

The triangulator controls the narrative by choosing allies.

6. Boundary Diffusion

Poor differentiation between self, others, and roles.

7. Emotional Immaturity

Limited capacity to hold ambivalence, disagreement, or repair.

3. 22 Examples of Emotional Triangulation
Romantic / Marital

1. Complaining about your partner to friends instead of them

2. Using children to carry messages (“Tell your dad…”)

3. Flirting with others to provoke jealousy

4. Confiding emotionally in an ex during conflict

5. Posting indirect relationship complaints on social media

6. Saying “Everyone agrees you’re wrong”

7. Comparing your partner to someone else (“Unlike X, you never…”)
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Family Systems

1. Parent aligning with one child against the other parent

2. Sibling recruited as emotional ally

3. In-laws used as leverage in marital disputes

4. One parent over-sharing adult problems with a child

5. Family gossip replacing direct conversations

Workplace

1. Complaining to coworkers instead of addressing the person

2. CC’ing management to avoid a difficult 1-on-1

3. Using “company policy” to avoid honest dialogue

4. Recruiting a peer to pressure someone indirectly

Social / Psychological

1. Therapist used to “prove” someone wrong

2. Religious or moral authority invoked to avoid discussion

3. Illness or diagnosis used to deflect relational accountability

4. Addiction or work used as a third emotional anchor

5. Online audiences used to validate grievances

6. Chronic “venting” without intent to resolve

4. What Can Be Done

Instead

of Emotional Triangulation
This is the corrective framework.

1.
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Direct Dyadic Communication

Speak to the person, not about the person.

“I need to talk to you about something difficult.”

2.

Anxiety Tolerance

Allow discomfort without escaping into third parties.

Emotional growth begins where avoidance ends.

3.

Differentiation of Self

Hold your feelings without needing others to carry them.

“I can feel upset and still stay connected.”

4.

Clear Boundaries

Do not recruit uninvolved parties into private conflict.

5.

Ownership Language

Replace:

“You always…”
With:

“I feel / I need / I’m struggling with…”

6.

Repair Attempts

Conflict is not the problem—failure to repair is.

7.

Use Third Parties Appropriately

Third parties should:

Facilitate dialogue (e.g., mediation, therapy)
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Not replace it

8.

Name the Triangle

When safe, make the pattern explicit:

“I think we’re pulling others into something that belongs between us.”

9.

Develop Emotional Literacy

Better words = fewer triangles.

10.

Slow the System Down

ET thrives in urgency, drama, and reactivity.

5. One-Sentence Summary
Emotional triangulation is a short-term anxiety solution that creates long-term 
relational instability; direct, boundaried, emotionally tolerable communication is 
the antidote.

If you want, I can:

Map ET to attachment styles

Apply this to infidelity / forbidden love

Build a 22-point anti-triangulation protocol

Or write a patient- or couple-facing handout

Just tell me the direction.

Gemini

Emotional triangulation (ET) is a psychological dynamic where a person in a two-
party conflict or high-stress relationship pulls in a third party to reduce tension, 
avoid direct confrontation, or gain leverage.
According to Bowen Family Systems Theory, the "two-person system" (a dyad) is 
inherently unstable under stress. To stabilize it, one or both people will 
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"triangulate" a third person or object to diffuse the anxiety.
The Psychological Pillars of Triangulation
Triangulation is built upon four primary psychological drivers:

Anxiety Management: The core pillar. When a relationship becomes too "hot" 
(intense conflict) or too "cold" (distant), a third person acts as a relief valve for 
the mounting pressure.

Conflict Avoidance: Instead of speaking directly to the person they are upset 
with, the "triangulator" vents to a third party to feel heard without having to 
risk the vulnerability of a confrontation.

Control and Power: By involving a third party, the manipulator can "divide and 
conquer," creating alliances that make them feel more secure or powerful than 
the person they are in conflict with.

The Karpman Drama Triangle: Many triangles operate on three specific roles:

The Victim: Feels helpless and seeks a Rescuer.

The Rescuer: Steps in to "save" the Victim, often at the expense of the 
Persecutor.

The Persecutor: The person blamed for the conflict, often without a 
chance to speak for themselves.
22 Examples of Emotional Triangulation

The Messenger Child: A parent tells a child, "Tell your father I’m not making 
dinner," to avoid speaking to their spouse.

The Venting Friend: Complaining about your partner to a mutual friend to get 
them on "your side" instead of talking to your partner.

The Comparing Ex: Intentionally mentioning how much "better" or "more 
understanding" an ex-partner was to make a current partner jealous.

Professional Ganging Up: A manager talks to Employee A about the 
performance issues of Employee B, rather than giving Employee B direct 
feedback.

The Social Media "Subtweet": Posting a vague, negative status about 
someone so that followers (the third party) will offer sympathy and validate 
your anger.
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The "Good Cop/Bad Cop" Parenting: One parent allows a forbidden activity 
and tells the child, "Don’t tell your mom/dad," creating a secret alliance.

The Therapist Trap: A client uses the therapist’s words as a weapon, saying, 
"My therapist agrees that you are the problem," to shut down a partner.

The In-Law Alliance: A husband complains to his mother about his wife, 
leading the mother-in-law to treat the wife coldly.

The Sibling Rivalry: A parent praises Sibling A’s achievements specifically to 
make Sibling B feel inadequate or "motivate" them.

The Defensive "Expert": Bringing up a YouTube guru or book during an 
argument to say, "The experts say what you’re doing is toxic," rather than 
expressing personal feelings.

The Flirtation Tactic: Flirting with a stranger in front of a partner to "test" their 
devotion or provoke a reaction.

The "Wait Until They Hear This": Threatening a child with "Wait until your 
father gets home!" instead of handling the discipline in the moment.

The Secret Keeper: Telling a friend a secret about a third friend, then saying, 
"Don't tell them I told you," to create a forced bond.

The Work Martyr: Complaining to a coworker about how much work you do for 
the boss, hoping the coworker will "report" your hard work back to the boss.

The Religious/Moral High Ground: Using "God" or "the Bible" as the third party 
to shame a partner’s behavior.

The Group Chat Exile: Starting a separate group chat to talk about a specific 
member of the original group.

The "Check the Receipts": Showing a third party private text messages to 
prove how "crazy" the other person is.

The Child as Counselor: A parent sharing their marital or financial stress with a 
minor child.

The False Mediator: Asking a friend to "help us talk," but only using the friend 
to validate your own perspective.
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The Shadow Third: Invoking a dead relative’s "wishes" to win an argument 
(e.g., "Grandma would be so disappointed in you").

The Hobby Obsession: Using a job, a hobby, or even a pet as the "third party" 
to avoid spending intimate time with a partner.

The New Friend Spark: Suddenly becoming "best friends" with someone new 
just to make an old friend feel excluded during a disagreement.
What to Do Instead: Healthy Alternatives
Breaking a triangle requires differentiation—the ability to be in a relationship 
without losing your sense of self or relying on others to manage your 
emotions.

Practice Direct Communication: Use "I" statements (I feel X when Y happens) 
to address the person directly involved.

Set "No-Vent" Boundaries: If a friend tries to pull you into a triangle, say: "I 
care about both of you and I’m not comfortable being the middleman. You 
should talk to them directly."

Self-Soothing: Instead of calling a third party to calm your anxiety, use 
grounding techniques or journaling to process your emotions first.

The 48-Hour Rule: If you are angry, wait 48 hours before discussing it with 
anyone other than the person involved. This prevents "reactive" triangulation.

Focus on the Dyad: If a conflict arises between two people, keep the 
conversation between those two people. If a mediator is needed, use a 
professional (like a therapist) who is trained to remain neutral.
Interactive Next Step
Would you like me to provide a few "scripts" you can use to set boundaries 
when someone tries to triangulate you into their drama?
How to Stop Triangulation
This video provides a deep dive into how triangulation manifests in family 
dynamics and offers practical strategies for breaking the cycle.

YouTube video views will be stored in your YouTube History, and your data will be 
stored and used by YouTube according to its Terms of Service

Copilot 
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Quick Answer: Emotional triangulation is a manipulative communication tactic 
where a person involves a third party in a conflict to gain control, avoid direct 
confrontation, or destabilize relationships. It rests on psychological pillars like 
avoidance of direct conflict, manipulation of perception, and power/control 
dynamics. Instead of triangulation, healthier alternatives include direct 
communication, boundary-setting, mediation, and emotional regulation 
psychvars... +2.

🌐 What is Emotional Triangulation?

Definition: Triangulation occurs when one person pulls a third party into a 
conflict or relationship dynamic to manipulate, control, or avoid direct 
resolution psywellpa... +1.
• Core Mechanism: The manipulator pits two people against each other, 
creating tension and confusion while maintaining control psychvarsity....
• Impact: Leads to mistrust, resentment, and long-term relational damage.

🧠 Psychological Pillars of Triangulation

1. Conflict Avoidance – sidestepping direct confrontation by using a third party.

2. Manipulation of Perception – shaping how others view the conflict or 
individuals involved.

3. Power & Control – maintaining dominance by destabilizing relationships.

4. Divide & Conquer Strategy – weakening alliances to strengthen the 
manipulator’s position.

5. Emotional Insecurity – rooted in fear of rejection or loss of control.

6. Dependency Reinforcement – making others reliant on the manipulator for 
information or validation.

📋 22 Examples of Emotional Triangulation

1. A parent telling one child the other is favored.

2. A boss complaining about an employee to another instead of addressing them 
directly.

3. A partner flirting with someone else to make their spouse jealous.
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4. A friend gossiping about another to create division.

5. A sibling telling one parent the other is unfair.

6. A manager comparing two employees to spark competition.

7. A spouse confiding in their in-laws instead of their partner.

8. A teacher telling one student they’re smarter than another.

9. A politician pitting two groups against each other for votes.

10. A colleague spreading rumors to gain favor with the boss.

11. A parent using a child to relay negative messages to the other parent.

12. A friend excluding one person by aligning with another.

13. A partner using social media attention to provoke jealousy.

14. A leader favoring one team member to undermine another.

15. A family member telling one sibling secrets about another.

16. A coworker telling the boss someone else is lazy.

17. A partner asking a friend to mediate instead of discussing directly.

18. A child telling one parent the other said something negative.

19. A friend telling you someone dislikes you without proof.

20. A boss praising one employee in front of another to spark rivalry.

21. A spouse comparing their partner to an ex.

22. A manager withholding information from one employee but sharing it with 
another to create tension.

✅ What Can Be Done Instead of Triangulation?

Direct Communication: Address issues with the person involved rather than a 
third party.
• Boundary Setting: Clearly define what is acceptable in relationships.
• Mediation (Healthy): Use a neutral third party only when necessary, like a 
counselor.
• Emotional Regulation: Practice self-awareness and manage insecurities 
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without manipulation.
• Transparency: Share information openly to prevent misunderstandings.
• Empathy & Validation: Listen and validate feelings directly instead of 
deflecting them.

Follow-Up: I can map out how triangulation typically unfolds in family vs. 
workplace settings, showing the different dynamics and healthier alternatives for 
each. Would you like me to break it down that way?

Sources:  psychvars... +2
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