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ADVANCED LEADERSHIP COURSE 
Session 6 – March 11, 2026













Session Six
Reciprocity in Relationships









Schedule


	7:30 AM
	· Arrival, light breakfast, getting present

	8:00
	· Concept: Reciprocity in Relationships

	9:00
	· Activity: Mapping the Invisible (Pairs)

	10:00
	· BREAK

	10:15 AM
	· Concept: Over-Functioning & Under-Functioning

	10:45
	· Activity: The Over-Under Audit (Triads)

	12:00
	· LUNCH

	1:00
	· Concept: The Helpfulness Question

	1:30
	· Activity: The Pattern Confrontation (Full Group)

	2:15
	· Integration, Homework, Evaluations

	2:30
	· Day Concludes 





The Unseen Architecture 


Leadership operates on two planes: the visible and the invisible.


1. The Visible (what leaders discuss, measure, and optimize): 
· Strategies
· Organizational structures
· Goals
· Metrics


2. The Invisible (what leaders experience, but don’t often notice): 
· Relational patterns
· Unconscious roles
· Emotional contracts that shape behavior
· How others respond to us


This session will examine one specific invisible pattern more closely: Reciprocity. How we continuously and unknowingly shape the behaviors we wish would change in others. And how others shape us in return.










Reciprocity in Relationships


What is Reciprocity?

Reciprocity is a mostly unconscious process by which two people continuously impact each other's behavior, emotions, and roles, often without awareness, and often in ways that perpetuate the outcomes each party wishes to change.

In reciprocal patterns, each person's behavior reinforces the other's behavior. Neither person sees themselves as the problem but both feel victimized by it. And, they are often both right.


Why This Matters in Leadership

Reciprocal patterns show up everywhere:
· Between a leader and a direct report
· Between executives on a team
· Between a parent and a child 
· Between you and your peer
· Between you and your board

They're often invisible because we attribute the problem to the other person's character, rather than seeing the pattern both are sustaining together. This blindness has a sustaining effect on relationship’s remaining stuck.


Examples of Reciprocity in Leadership 


1. The Anxious Leader & The Passive Team

A manager monitors deadlines obsessively, reviews work before submission, and fills every silence with a reminder. 

Pattern: The team learns the manager will catch what they miss, so they stop catching it themselves. Their passivity confirms the manager's fear of incompetence, intensifying the surveillance. Each person is doing exactly what the other's behavior demands.


2. The Rescuer & The Dependent 

A senior leader intervenes in a subordinate's problems before being asked, often before the subordinate has fully wrestled with them. 

Pattern: The subordinate stops bringing full effort to problem-solving; why struggle when the answer is coming anyway? The leader, now convinced the subordinate can't function independently, intervenes more. What began as generosity calcifies into control, and the subordinate's growing helplessness becomes the evidence that justifies it.


3. The Pursuer & The Distancer

A CEO repeatedly initiates contact with a board member who consistently fails to engage. 

Pattern: The board member experiences pursuit as pressure and retreats. The CEO, feeling dismissed, reaches out with greater urgency. The harder one chases, the faster the other runs, and the stories each has about the other hardens into resentment: one sees a disengaged board member, the other a needy CEO. The relationship's temperature is set by whoever is most anxious.



4. The Over-Protective Parent & The Fearful Child

A parent removes obstacles before the child encounters them, manages their social world, and treats distress as an emergency. 

Pattern: The child never develops a relationship with difficulty; only with rescue. Their fear grows, confirming to the parent that intervention was necessary all along. The parent's love is real. So is the damage. The child's world shrinks to the size of what the parent can control, and both call it safety.


5. The Distant Parent & The Pursuing Child

One parent withdraws emotionally; the other compensates through over-involvement with the children. 

Pattern: The children's job becomes stabilizing the anxious parent; performing well, staying close, avoiding anything that might widen the gap. They learn that love is conditional on emotional management. The pursuing parent's intensity deepens the distant parent's withdrawal. No one named this arrangement. Everyone is living inside it.


Activity: Mapping the Invisible


Objective:  To make your reciprocal patterns visible, and to own your role in them without explanation, defense, or qualification.


Step 1: Choose the Relationship (2 minutes)

Identify one relationship where you feel stuck, chronically frustrated, or disproportionately responsible. The relationship should be current, not a difficult relationship from the past. 
Write down the person's name, and your relationship to them (boss, spouse, etc.)

Step 2: Map the Pattern (8 minutes)

Answer the below questions in writing. Please be specific. The goal here is clarity about oneself.

1) What is one thing you consistently do in this relationship: an action, a tone, a look?
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2) What does the other person predictably do in response?
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3) What do you do next?

	     



4) What would happen if you took fresh approach? What are you afraid would occur?

	     



5) What need of yours does this pattern serve – even if it's also exhausting you?

	     



6) Where did you first learn to play this role? Who else in your life plays the other part?

	     




Step 3: Pair Conversation (10 minutes per person)

· The speaker's job: Share what you mapped out above. Say the thing you didn't want to write.

· The listener's job: Reflect back what you heard in your own words, without commentary. No advice. No reassurance. No “but you're being too hard on yourself.” Your job is to be a mirror, not a cushion. Use only: “What I heard was...” or “It sounds like...”

· What to notice in yourself while listening: The urge to rescue the other person from discomfort is its own data point.

Over-Functioning and Under-Functioning


Over-functioning is taking on the emotional, cognitive, or practical labor that rightfully belongs to another, often out of anxiety, rather than genuine helpfulness. Examples include:

· Telling others what to do
· Thinking, ‘I know what's best for them’
· Suggesting how others should change
· Repeatedly reminding and/or micromanaging
· Chronic preoccupation or worrying about another person
· Consistently putting yourself in a needed position (promoting dependence)
· Passing messages between two others
· Occupying the role of mediator without being asked
· Speaking on behalf of others, including your children
· Over-prioritizing problem-solving over trial-and-error learning
· Assuming another needs your help and/or approval
· Hyper-attentive to making others look good


Under-functioning is the counterpart to over-functioning: the tendency to withdraw effort, defer decisions, or become passively dependent, often in response to someone else's over-functioning. Examples include:

· Waiting to be asked before taking initiative
· Avoiding decisions and deferring to others
· Becoming passive in your own work or responsibilities
· Relying on another person's reassurance or validation
· Letting others manage your relationships or communication
· Not speaking up even when you have something valuable to offer
· Becoming increasingly dependent on someone's direction
· Withdrawing when conflict arises instead of engaging
· Assuming others know better, even when you don't
· Failing to follow through on your own commitments

Activity: An Over-Under Audit


Objective:  To identify specific relationships where you over-function and under-function, and to name them aloud in a small group without rescue or reassurance.


Step 1: Individual Audit (15 minutes) 

Work alone. List 3–4 relationships (specific people, by name or role). For each person list:

1) Where am I over-functioning in this relationship? What am I doing for this person that belongs to them?

· Example: ‘I solve my direct report's technical problems instead of helping them learn to solve them.’

· Example: ‘I manage my teenage son's schedule and remind him about his commitments.’

· Example: ‘I give my sister unsolicited advice about her life choices.’

2) Where am I under-functioning in this relationship? What am I deferring or avoiding that belongs to me?

· Example: ‘I don't tell my boss about problems I've seen because I wait for them to ask.’

· Example: ‘I avoid difficult conversations with my partner about money.’

· Example: ‘I don't speak up in meetings with my peer even when I disagree.’

Be specific with names, situations, and behaviors. 






	1. NAME: 

	Where I’m
over-functioning
	     

	Where I’m
under-functioning
	     




	2. NAME: 

	Where I’m
over-functioning
	     

	Where I’m
under-functioning
	     

	3. NAME: 

	Where I’m
over-functioning
	     

	Where I’m
under-functioning
	     




	4. NAME: 

	Where I’m
over-functioning
	     

	Where I’m
under-functioning
	     


Step 2: Triad Sharing (40 minutes)

Form groups of three. You'll have roughly 13 minutes per person. Each person shares:
· The relationships they identified
· Their over-functioning and under-functioning in those relationships

· The other two people in the triad can ask only clarifying questions. No advice or reassurance. No ‘But you're being too hard on yourself.’ Just: ‘Can you give me another example?’ or ‘What do you mean by that?’

The silence and the lack of rescue is the point. You're practicing being witnessed without being saved. When it's your turn to listen, your job is to pay attention and ask one clarifying question.

Step 3: Notice and Return (5 minutes)

After the triad finishes, sit for one minute in silence. Each person notices:
· What did I feel while sharing?
· What did I feel while listening?
· What am I noticing about my patterns right now?










The Helpfulness Concept


The Helpfulness Question

Most leaders who over-function don't notice it because the story they tell is partially true: they are solving real problems. But genuine helpfulness is oriented toward the other person's growth: it tolerates watching someone struggle because struggle is where capability is built. Over-functioning skips that. It intervenes to reduce one’s own anxiety, and it trains people into the very helplessness you find frustrating.

Ask yourself:  Am I doing this because they genuinely cannot – or because I cannot tolerate what happens if they do it their way?

If it's the latter, you are managing your own nervous system at their expense.

Reflection Questions

1. In which relationships do you over-function most reliably? What fear is underneath that?

	     




2. Where are you currently training someone into helplessness? What would you have to give up to stop?

	     



3. Is there someone who over-functions with you? What do you get from that arrangement?

	     



4. If you under-function in certain relationships: what are you avoiding, and who pays the cost?

	     



The Pattern Confrontation


Objective: To publicly acknowledge a pattern you've been avoiding, to be witnessed in that acknowledgment, and to witness others doing the same.


Setup:
· Each person will have 2 minutes to speak
· Total time for all speaking: 20 minutes
· Reflection time: 5 minutes

Each person begins with this stem:  “A pattern I've been avoiding looking at in myself is...”

Then you complete that sentence. You might talk about:
· A way you show up that you've been blaming on someone else
· A relationship where you've abdicated responsibility
· A role you've fallen into that doesn't serve you
· A fear that's driving your over-functioning or under-functioning
· A truth about yourself that you've been resisting

After everyone has spoken, the group engages in a 5-minute reflection:
· What patterns did you notice across the group?
· What struck you?
· What did you notice in yourself as you listened?
· What becomes possible if we acknowledge these patterns?



One Commitment 


What is one small shift you will make between now and Session 7?

This might be:

· In a relationship where you over-function: one decision you'll let the other person make. One problem you won't solve for them.

· In a relationship where you under-function: one conversation you'll have. One opinion you'll voice.

· In any relationship: one moment of awareness. One time you'll pause and ask, “Whose anxiety am I managing right now?”


Write down one commitment and come prepared to share it with the group before the session adjourns.

	     





Between Session Activity


Before Session 7, complete one of the following. Come prepared to share what happened:

Option 1: Ask Someone Who Knew Your Early Self

Contact someone who knew you before your professional life – a parent, sibling, childhood friend. Ask them the following question:

· “What role did I play in our family growing up, especially when things got tense?”

Minimize explaining why you’re asking. Record exactly what they say, word for word.

Option 2: Invite the Honest Answer

Identify the person whose candid assessment of you you've been most careful not to invite. Ask them:

· “Where do you see me getting in my own way?”

Listen without responding defensively or with explanation.

Option 3: The Letter You Won't Send

Write a letter to the person you mapped today. Say everything – your role, your fear, what you've been doing and why you've been doing it. No filters. Don’t send it to them, but ask:

· “What is the one sentence in this letter I would never say out loud?”

Come to Session 7 prepared to answer:
· Which option did you choose and why that one?
· What was your experience doing the exercise?
· What did you do to make it safer than it was supposed to be?

Notes
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