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There is a pattern that runs through many human systems, especially those concerned 
with welfare, justice, family, recovery, supervision, and care. A person is told to remain 
calm, but also to show urgency. They are told to engage, but not to become reactive. They 
are told to accept the process, but also somehow make it move. They are told to 
demonstrate change, but under conditions the system has done very little to make 
possible.

This is often treated as normal. It is not normal. It is a structural contradiction.

The contradiction is not only frustrating. It is distorting. It places a person under 
incompatible demands and then watches what happens next as though the resulting strain 
were simply a revelation of character.

That is the deeper problem.

A person may be asked to show trust while being given inconsistent communication. They 
may be asked to demonstrate stability while being kept in uncertainty. They may be asked 
to show commitment while routes of involvement are blocked, delayed, or withdrawn. They 
may be told that support exists, while in practice they are left trying to produce outcomes 
without being given the conditions required to produce them.

When this happens, strain is not an anomaly. It is a likely consequence.

The person becomes tighter, more vigilant, more exhausted, more prone to frustration, 
more aware that they are being judged while also being denied workable ground. If they 
speak too softly, they may be treated as passive. If they push too hard, they may be 
treated as difficult. If they become emotional, this is read as instability. If they remain 
guarded, this is read as disengagement. The space of acceptable response becomes so 
narrow that the person is effectively being tested inside a contradiction they did not create.

Then comes the institutional misreading.

The strain produced by the contradiction is taken as evidence about the person rather than 
about the structure surrounding them. Their frustration becomes “reactivity.” Their repeated 
efforts become “fixation.” Their vigilance becomes “poor emotional regulation.” Their 
insistence on clarity becomes “difficulty engaging with the process.” In this way, the system 
creates pressure and then uses the visibility of that pressure to confirm its own prior 
concerns.

This is one of the most damaging and least clearly named things institutions do. 

The issue is not that every distressed response is harmless, nor that every system is 
acting in bad faith. The issue is that systems regularly fail to distinguish between threat 



and strain, between danger and contradiction, between a person who poses risk and a 
person who is trying to remain within bounds while being subjected to impossible 
requirements.

That distinction matters ethically, developmentally, and practically.

A father who becomes angry after prolonged exclusion is not thereby proved dangerous. A 
person in recovery who struggles under contradictory demands is not thereby shown to be 
incapable of change. A service user who becomes frustrated by chronic non-response is 
not thereby demonstrating resistance to help. In many cases, they may be demonstrating 
exactly the opposite: they may be trying, under significant pressure, to remain oriented 
toward something good while the conditions for doing so are repeatedly degraded.

This is why outcomes cannot be interpreted fairly without reference to conditions.

No ethical system should demand regulation while producing dysregulating conditions. No 
developmental system should demand growth while withholding the structures that allow 
growth to stabilise. No relational system should ask for trust while remaining opaque, 
inconsistent, or selectively unavailable. And no institution should use the strain it has 
helped produce as clean evidence against the person carrying it.

To say this clearly is not to excuse all behaviour. It is to insist on more accurate 
interpretation. Human beings do not reveal themselves in a vacuum. They respond within 
fields, and fields have properties. A system that produces uncertainty, exclusion, 
contradiction, and blocked routes of participation will not simply reveal who a person is. It 
will shape what becomes visible in them.

That is why contradictory systems so often misclassify the people inside them.

They do not ask: what conditions have we created here? They ask: what does this 
person’s response tell us about them? They do not ask whether the demands they are 
making can be met under the conditions provided. They ask whether the person has met 
them. They do not ask whether the path was made workable. They ask why the person 
stumbled on it.

This is not merely administratively inefficient. It is morally serious.

When systems demand outcomes without conditions, they create situations in which 
failure is more likely, strain is more visible, and misinterpretation is almost built in. The 
person is then required not only to endure the contradiction, but also to perform well 
enough within it not to have the effects of that contradiction used against them.

That is too much to ask of anyone, and it is asked all the time.

A better system would begin elsewhere. It would understand that calm, trust, responsibility, 
honesty, engagement, and developmental progress are not outputs that can simply be 
demanded into existence. They arise under conditions. They depend on clarity, 
consistency, responsiveness, legibility, and workable routes of participation. If a system 
wants better outcomes, it must take more responsibility for the conditions through which 
those outcomes become possible.

This is not softness. It is precision.



The ethical question is not only whether a person has responded well. It is whether the 
field around them was organised in a way that made a good response realistically possible 
and fairly readable.

Until systems learn to ask that question properly, they will continue doing one of the 
cruellest things they can do: producing strain through contradiction, then calling the strain 
proof.
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