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Describing Systems and Systemic Abuse

Recent events have made systemic abuse a more common term in news reports and on social media. Though 
we’re using the phrase more often, I’m not sure most people have more than just a vague idea of what it 
means. We’d benefit from a more detailed understanding of systems and systemic abuse, if we’re committed to 
“Do Good Plus Do No Harm.” So, that is where my Futuristguy’s Field Guides Training Series begins.

Basics About Systems

A while back, my friend Julie Anne Smith at Spiritual Sounding Board asked if I had a definition of “systemic 
abuse and cover-up” that she could quote for a blog article she’s been working on. I told her I’d get back to 
her, as I’d need to talk about a couple different terms in order to get to what she was looking for. Here’s what 
I came up with, which is an extract from the chapter on “paradigm systems” for dealing with spiritual abuse 
from a systems perspective.

If we’re going to talk about systemic abuse, first we have to grasp the core concept of systems. Here’s how I 
describe them:

Systems are a specific set of seven parts—people, principles (beliefs), practices (values and actions), 
partnerships, processes, products (tangible items or intangible goals), and impacts (personal, social, 
organizational)—that are all interconnected and function as a unit within some kind of boundaries 
(one organization, or an entire industry, as examples). 

In that sense, we can see a family, work team, church congregation, or non-profit board as a system. Its mem-
bers (people) work together (partnerships) from a particular worldview (principles) to accomplish goals (prod-
ucts) that are compatible with what they show that they value and how they typically behave (practices). It 
takes the investment of their intention, time, attention, and resources (processes) to build the level and quality 
desired in doing something that makes a difference (impacts).
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Seven Elements in Social/Organizational Systems
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Seven Elements in Organizational Systems ~ (c) Brad Sargent, Images licensed from Scott Maxwell/Fotolia.

While we can observe the individual units within the whole, and their actions, we can also analyze the larger 
system to interpret what elements influence those actions of individual people and other parts in it. Think of 
it as sliding our scale of view from the micro to the macro – examining the pieces and then the whole – like 
moving from a microscope to look at the smallest of things on earth, to a telescope to look at the largest things 
in the heavens.

Other researchers may come up with a different approach or different set of elements to explain how systems 
work. But for me, the key thing in systems is that all of these of these parts are tied to one another, so they’re 
interactive. That means if we tug on any one of these elements, the others will get stretched some, too.
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Or, to demonstrate this idea with how a wire mobile works, the pieces are made to hang in ways that counter-
balance each other. If we add a weight to just one piece hanging from the mobile system, that piece becomes 
heavier than it was designed to be. That then throws the rest of the mobile out of balance, dragging it in a 
different direction along the lines of where the additional weight is. Similar things happen if we remove one of 
the pieces — the mobile tilts due to imbalance.

Systemic Abuse

So, with all that in mind, my short description of systems and systemic abuse for Julie Anne was this:

Systems are about how the parts in a set interconnect and make the whole more than the sum of 
those parts. And systemic abuse happens when people with self-serving motives or otherwise malig-
nant intentions (1) use their power, prestige, relationships, and/or money to manipulate parts to take 
over the whole and (2) manipulate connections among parts to keep the whole under control.

When I talk about the people who instigate and perpetuate systemic abuse, I use terms like perpetrators, 
protectors, promoters, and pawns. The perpetrators benefit the most from warping a system to meet their 
desires. They cultivate (“condition, groom”) and enlist others to keep things going, either by providing real or 
perceived benefits to those who carry out their strategies. Those perks could include economic value, polit-
ical-cultural-social status, and/or psychological esteem. So, basically, those who hijack a system offer their 
accomplices various forms of prestige and power.

Systemic abuse always includes a degree of relational manipulation to get people hooked in and keep them 
there, as well as deception in order to hide the truth. So, the longer that people who abuse the system hold on 
to power, the more their underhanded processes and procedures get fused into the working strategies and 
structures of the system. If these people get removed from the system or leave on their own accord, those toxic 
ways of doing things don’t simply disappear, because they were created to cover people’s tracks in the infra-
structure.
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*     *     *     *     *     *     *

Devolving from an Open System to a Closed Industrial Complex

What elements form an “industrial complex”? 

How do they fit together for systems of ever-increasing control?

How do people with a pathological bent use their power to turn a closed-system consumer culture 
into a self-perpetuating toxic system? 
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When a system already exists in a silo, or begins moving from open to being more closed, someone or some in-
dividuals take it there and keep it there. And, sooner or later, serious ramifications inevitably occur that bring 
harm to insiders and outsiders of that system.

This section explores strategies and structures of progressive control that exert dominion over individuals and 
groups. What follows is my take on how a series of closed systems can increasingly limit the level of choices 
and freedoms of individual members therein, and, through that total psychological conformity, grant greater 
social control to institutions.

Open and Closed Systems

An open system lets in new participants, new inputs, new energy—elements that reduce entropy. Such open-
ness allows the system and those within it to grow, to get rid of pollutants, and to take care of other tasks to 
keep the system sustainable. No system has unlimited possibilities. However, an open system allows individuals 
a maximum level in freedom of choice. It lets them discern and decide within those boundaries: their own des-
tination and trajectory, who they associate with, and their level of involvement in various aspects of society—
such as the economy, politics, and cultural activities.

However, a closed system is a “silo society.” It might be passively stagnant and self-contained—no new inputs, 
nothing but old outputs. Or, it may be purposely isolated socially to limit outside influences that would suppos-
edly contaminate the purity of those living inside the system. There could be other reasons for why it turned 
out that way. But the key issue is that closed systems create what is called “bounded choice.” And it tends to 
lead to entropy unless those running the system figure out ways to replenish the resources without changing 
the boundaries or opening the gates to contrary people or principles.

Bounded Choice for Individuals

Bounded choice is a basic type of psychological conditioning designed to control someone’s behavior. My 
friend Cindy Kunsman introduced me to the illustration of how this is done with training work elephants in 
Asia. An elephant is tethered to a stake in the middle of a clearing, so it can only wander in a circle as far as 
the rope or chain allows. Eventually, the trainer removes the tether. While the elephant is technically “free” to 
leave, it doesn’t move outside the bounds of its training circle. That’s all it’s known; that’s where it roams.

Bounded choice of any closed system removes freedom for self-determination. It allows individuals to operate 
only within a specified range of choices. As people make their choices within that limited range, it may look 
like growth or change because they are active. But, it’s just an illusion. That’s because they are actually in an 
orbit around the set of prescribed rules and regulations designed to limit personal freedoms and keep every-
one in line.

So, even if someone is no longer tethered to the system, they’ve been trained—conditioned—to self-constrain 
themselves to negate any doubts, objections, or questions that arise. They keep on the same, familiar self-poi-
soning trajectory, because it’s become the only thing they really know.

Complete Personal Control by Total Institutions

A “total institution” exists where all aspects of life are dictated and regulated for large groups of people, or 
even an entire society. Examples are prisons, old-school mental hospitals, boarding schools, and military boot 
camps where the entire schedule is set for inmates, patients, students, and recruits respectively. Total institu-
tions assert complete control over their inhabitants’ beliefs and activities, and invokes punishment for viola-
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tions of rules. Those in charge prescribe inhabitants’ interpretation of reality, self-perception, organizational 
roles, social relationships, cultural lifestyles, political isolation (or attempts at domination), media access, etc. 
If there aren’t rules and regulations for a particular attitude or activity yet, the probably will be eventually.

Many such entities create a panopticon environment. It’s part of “milieu control” as mentioned in Chapter #9. 
This means people are being watched constantly—or it feels like they could be at any time—either by other 
people, security cameras, or other technology. So, it pressures conformity because you never know otherwise 
if you’ll be seen when you don’t. The system is now just one giant cog, and it removes people’s freedom of 
cultural participation.

Total institution is a key concept for understanding larger organizations and social control. If you’re inter-
ested in further studies, one of the early researchers on total institutions was sociologist Erving Goffman. He 
reported his findings in his ground-breaking book, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients 
and Other Inmates (1961; Anchor Books). He also wrote Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity 
(1963; Simon & Schuster), dealing with social reputation among people who don’t fit social norms.

“Interlocking Directories” Connect Elite Individuals and Institutions

When an elite group has relative control over institutions they run, they often make alliances with people of 
compatible goals and/or ideology. For instance, they connect with Commenders from other organizations, as 
we looked at with the Pyramid of Abuse. This relational network wields sufficient influence to create an “in-
terlocking directory” of family, friends, and associates. They typically belong to the same political parties, go 
to the same functions, serve on each other’s non-profit boards, absorb the same news sources. And they run 
interrelated political, social, philanthropical, media, and economic enterprises.

The connections may be formal or informal, but the self-benefiting influence of this kind of “shared mind” still 
locks out competition. This higher level of closed system removes freedom of association for everyday people, 
because the gridlock of social identity and consumer products created by the elites squeeze out other provid-
ers and other product options. Compliant consumers are limited to the slate of approved choices that leaders 
allow—it’s a mini-monopoly.

Also, it is rare to earn your way into the interlocking in-group, as it tends to be run by those from similar social 
class, economic, and educational backgrounds. It is like a total institution, but on an even larger scale and 
taking in multiple different domains of activity. For instance, the influential involvement by the elite group may 
include a matrix of institutions: education, fraternal associations and professional networks, businesses, media, 
philanthropic endeavors, and politics. And, while rules, regulations, and expectations may be more invisible, 
the social control is intact.

“Industrial Complexes” as Larger-Scale Versions of Interlocking Directories

Interlocking directories are smaller-scale but broader-domain versions of the “Military-Industrial Complex” 
that President Dwight Eisenhower warned against in his farewell speech in January 1961. The Military-Indus-
trial Complex is a gridlock of military, political, and weapons manufacturing business interests. They form a 
self-protecting association of preferential relationships that ultimately goes against the public interest. 

An industrial complex network has an interlocking directory, where the same set of people have extended 
personal influence and decision-making power within a wider range of social endeavors and business ventures. 
However, an industrial complex has more economic and political ties than a social interlocking directory does. 
This means an insider from one entity will end up working in or for another member in “The Establishment.” 



Institutional Dynamics in Abuse *  © Brad Sargent 2021  *  Page 6

This preferential passing along of employees is known as the “revolving door.” For instance, a retired mili-
tary officer may become either a Congressional lobbyist or a consultant for a weapons maker. Or, say, a Wall 
Street executive becomes a political appointee in a department dealing with financial issues. It also tends to be 
a much larger network with national or international reach, instead of a more local or regional association of 
just an interlocking directory.

This term has become widely applied to large-scale domains of activity in cultures and economies. Do a quick 
search for “industrial complex” on book sale sites, and you’ll see it is used to label a surprisingly wide range 
of fields and issues. These include: academic, agro-business, biotechnology, environmental polluters, family 
court, financial, gender, globalism, medical, nuclear power and/or weapons, philanthropy, prison, publishing, 
race, religion, surveillance, technology. The power of position, connection, and prestige continues.

Much of my own research writing since 2007 has dealt primarily with various “Christian industrial complex-
es.” These gridlocks of power and prestige show up in most types of theology, in a wide variety of denomina-
tions, and in different modes of organizational structure—both hierarchical/centralized and “flat structure”/
decentralized. They likewise involve interdependency of people and power dynamics that can quickly turn 
toxic. Their celebrity-making, revolving-door partnerships often include publishing, speaking events, formal 
and informal training, mentoring, non-profits, church and ministry start-ups, and marketing. So, despite a reli-
gious paradigm system driving their activities, their elite structure can still lead to toxicity. Seemingly spiritual 
people still colonize others for their own benefit.

And as to problems with power dynamics, by the time any association of elite individuals and institutions has 
moved beyond an interlocking directory and is nearing an industrial complex, it has moved significantly along 
the scale of probable toxicity. The end of the scale is when control becomes society-wide, in the totalitarian 
state.

Totalitarian, Authoritarian State as a System of “Interlocking Domains”

So—on an even larger scale of total institution and industrial complex is the totalitarian or authoritarian state. 
Now we are looking at an entire country or bloc of countries, typically run as a centralized system. At its helm 
is one main person plus an inner circle of enforcers in a dictatorship, or multiple leaders in an oligarchy.

At this level of hyper-management, the entity is considered a sociological “cult”— regardless of whether it 
is run by a religious philosophy or not. The cultish organization or state asserts total control over the entire 
system of social domains: political, social, cultural, educational, agricultural, industrial, judicial, media, etc. 
Everything.

This is the mega-version of a total institution. Beside the larger scale, what makes it different is the social 
scope: Authoritarian control is instilled and then maintained across multiple generations over time. The au-
thoritarian state uses the same psychology of totalism we looked at in Chapter #9. It conditions all its citizens 
from childhood onward for “right” thinking and behaving. It rewards conformity, and hands out severe punish-
ments for disobedient behaviors, dissenting views, or any other form of difference that supposedly threatens 
the “unity” of the movement or state.

Whatever human domain you can think of, you can count on a cult to limit people’s freedoms—family, edu-
cation, work, religion. Of course, just because the cult or state asserts control does not mean every person 
kowtows to the controllers, and that topic of resistance is one we will examine in more depth in Field Guide #2.

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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Mutually-Benefiting Platforms and Pushback by Those Victimized

Here is some background on when I first learned about this concept of an interlocking directory and how it 
relates to an industrial complex. This is excerpted from a comment I posted on an April 2014 Wartburg Watch 
article about “the patriarchy oligarchy.” I have added a few details and also edited it slightly to correct typos.

Over 40 years ago, Karen Dorn Steele, an investigative reporter in my then hometown, did an amazing 
piece of work on the power brokers of our little area of the world. She researched and verified how 
a very small number of families created an “interlocking directory” of relationships through owning 
major businesses, holding significant or controlling interests in multiple forms of media (both print and 
broadcast), serving on major philanthropic foundations and/or non-profit boards, and involving them-
selves in the shaping of local politics. In effect, this group formed an oligarchy — a gridlock of elites 
who wielded their clout throughout the region.

When the report was released through an independent media source, it created quite the stir. Those 
named did what they could to minimize the appearance of their influence or the depth of their inter-
connections, but the documentation said what it said nevertheless. And if you simply sketched out a 
mind-map or connection chart showing the various realms of influence and the relationships among 
the people most intimately involved, the clusters that appeared in this connect-the-dots exercise would 
be hard to deny.

And all these years later, I’ve not forgotten that tenacious and courageous reporter’s term of “inter-
locking directory.” I believe that is what we are uncovering as we see the inner workings of this “au-
thoritarian christian industrial complex” of key individuals, families, churches, ministries, agencies, 
publishers, conferences, seminaries, denominations, movements. The press (including “citizen journal-
ists” and survivor blog writers) have been pulling at the loose threads here and there, and it looks like 
the entire muffler may unravel as different people and organizations attempt to deny the interconnec-
tions, or minimize underlying doctrines that have given shape to their whole gridlock of power. …

I share this primarily (1) to overview the process of how to identify entities and individuals who are inter-
connected in their wielding of influence – basically by looking, listing, and watching for patterns – and (2) to 
introduce the concept that collaboration does NOT automatically mean there is subversive collusion. The fact 
of connection does not, on the surface of things, mean anything. But, as in the case I saw 40 years ago, there 
was significant enough evidence about mutually-benefiting influence to warrant looking deeper.

We tend to work with people who are our friends. That’s completely understandable, especially in a Chris-
tian ministry context where you need enough common ground of values, theology, and goals to make it work. 
Where things can go astray is when it becomes about more than just co-ministry, but about “a platform” of 
influence in the Church that brings with it power, prestige, and/or money. 

And I am using the term platform because that seems to be the word used in publishing and marketing and 
speaking to signify someone with authority. 

If you have a platform, supposedly that demonstrates you have moral authority to back up your mar-
ketability. 

However, I believe that is probably THE fatal flaw in the entire industrial complex system, because 
the celebrity figures in this system disconnect their so-called authority from accountability. 
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In my thinking, the core issues in whether a Christian industrial complex is toxic revolve around two questions:

1. Are people whose character, theology, and behavior patterns fall short of the biblical mandates of our 
leaders/role models, involved in this network – and perhaps, in fact, hijacking the associations for their 
own personal benefit?

2. Have the interconnections among various network members created substantial conflicts of interest 
that inflict damage on others, such as by preventing truth from coming to light and justice from being 
served?

In a malignant platform or toxic system, those in charge project their authority without genuinely accepting 
responsibility, even if they give an appearance of contrition. They close any pathway to repair work that does 
not ultimately favor themselves. And that, in my opinion, is why there has been extreme push-back on key 
individuals and institutions that formed a gridlock that prvents freedom and justice for those victimized by an 
industrial complex. Survivors typically have no where else to go, other than social media and/or civil suits to 
shine light into the darkness and to seek justice. 

*     *     *     *     *     *     *

Focusing in on Platform Elements in an Industrial Complex

Back 40-plus years ago when I began thinking about unhealthy institutional dynamics, the basic list to look at 
to identify an “industrial complex” was for overlapping goals and parallel roles in interlocking influence in: 
business, media, non-profits, and politics. 

Given the decentralized and digital nature of connections in our current era, the breakdown of that goes a bit 
differently now, although the character of those with undue power is relatively the same. Since the mid-2010 
decade, I’ve clustered into five groups what I see as related platform elements that make up an industrial com-
plex in a Christian setting:

• Academia, Seminaries, and Training Programs

• Associations and Networks

• Businesses, Brands, Events, Media, and Marketing

• Ministry Platforms

• Philanthropic Enterprises

Here’s a overview of these elements.

Academia, Seminaries, and Training Programs

Educational institutions have long been a place where friendship and business connections were forged. Un-
derstandably, degrees from particular schools carry a certain prestige. But in a Christian industrial complex, 
academia offers a critical component for people with a particular theological perspective or ministry move-
ment – a sort of authentication of message and certification of messenger through roles in teaching and mento-
ring. There are other formal and informal contexts for learning that also carry weight, such as church-planting 
trainings, community development mentorships, etc.
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Associations and Networks

Where two generations ago there were national and fraternal organizations, now there are now many kinds 
of formal and informal networks based on common interests, values, and goals. Project management can take 
place virtually and much more quickly through digital tools. However, decentralized and digital connections 
are not the same as local and personal interactions. Simply because people sign on with a network where they 
share the mission and vision, that says little about their personal character or qualifications to wield influence.

Businesses, Brands, Events, Media, and Marketing

The world of mass marketing used to rely on “conventional media” – printed newspapers and magazines, a 
few TV broadcasting companies, and radio. The digital era has flipped much of that to niche marketing that 
requires authors, speakers, and other “celebrities” to develop a platform – a following of people with enough 
common ground to keep their “membership” intact. This tends to use more social media systems where 
membership-like-follow-friend is about consuming what the platform people produce rather than indicating 
any kind of personal relationship. So, this is ultimately about selling a brand through a digital domain, with a 
virtually projected persona profile.

Ministry Platforms

Even if many of the values, missions, and visions have remained relatively the same in terms of Kingdom cul-
ture, things have definitely expanded in the past 20 years in terms of how ministry can be engaged in, who gets 
involved, where, when, and how long. There is still traditional ministry at the local level, using an “attractional 
model” to bring people into a place (church or other building) where they are “ministered to” with preaching 
and programs and worship services. At the other end of the spectrum are the more “incarnational models” 
where people go out to minister to others where they are at, both locationally and relationally. There are 
many newer ways to set up “ministries” that can be entrepreneurial, short-term, and/or virtual rather than 
institutional, long-term, and/or brick-and-mortar. Political and social action and dissent have gone into digital 
domains as well as in-person activism and advocacy.

Philanthropic Enterprises

People are probably more used to conventional types of organizations to raise and invest funds, like founda-
tions, and to carry out missions and projects based on common ground values, as through non-profit organi-
zations. Many new types of organizational approaches and forms have been emerging in the last few decades. 
Quadruple bottom line to benefit community, ecology, economy, and spirituality is a newer way to look at 
values in a systems perspective. There are new forms of for-benefit businesses being officially recognized, such 
as one in which a certain percentage of business profits are invested in social cause enterprises. Fund-raising 
has opened up to a per-project or per-person basis, with crowd-sourced collection such as through Kickstart-
er, Kiva, and GoFundMe.

*     *     *     *     *     *     *

An Example of My Process for Detecting the Pieces

You could use any of those five clusters of elements as an entry point into analyzing an industrial complex and 
identifying the specific entities and individuals involved. When you start looking at who is related to what, you 
keep finding the names of particular organizations and entities and individuals cropping up. 
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For example, in an extensive case study I produced in 2015 on what I called the Emergent/Progressive Indus-
trial Complex, I started with the non-profit Emergent Incorporated, people directly involved with it, and books 
that they got published. Then I did a lot of clicking around Amazon.com and then elsewhere, for more puzzle 
pieces that come primarily from public information. Here is the linear version describing what was actually a 
multi-dimensional process for how I developed an expanded list for prominent figures in the Emergent/Pro-
gressive movement.

I started with a basic list of key participants in the Emergent Movement from those officially involved 
with Emergent Village as members on their Board of Directors and their Emergent Village Council.

From there, I looked at who the published authors were, including who had provided official endorse-
ments and/or forewords to their books. (Endorsers often have their own ministry platforms and/or 
publications, so they, too, are figures in the public eye.)

I also checked into which publishers and agents had multiple authors/clients in this theological genre. 
(When I’ve been able to piece together a timeline and graph against it how many projects were pub-
lished/signed at particular times, it helps trace the trajectory of the movement’s marketability.)

“Round-up” books – collections of articles or essays from multiple authors – tend to give a good indi-
cator of people who are considered “insiders” enough to be included, and also what topics in theology 
and ministry are important to the group.

And then I went to biographical sketches of the authors, editors, and endorsers. Those blurbs or re-
sumes typically tell where people were educated, training institutions they’ve taught at as professors 
or adjuncts or speakers, and what kinds of participations occupy them (training programs, networks, 
businesses, publishing, online sites, entrepreneurial endeavors, etc.).

Publications, academia profiles, participation in associations, and online media provide lists of enter-
prises that help in discerning the common ground members of the industrial complex have with inter-
ests, values, doctrines, purposes, vision for what the future should/could look like – in other words, 
what this network of individuals and entities hopes to achieve.

Typically, in doing this type of broad-based research, it takes me multiple go-rounds through the material to 
grasp the who, what, when, where, why, how, and how long of it all. So, I try to hold my analysis, interpreta-
tions, conclusions, and recommendations lightly, not tightly, and keep refining my understanding with each 
research go-round. 

In this particular case I published in 2015 with the Emergent/Progressive Movement, there were parts I had 
been highly aware of for over 15 years (since the early 2000s), others for over 5 years, and some points of 
analysis and synthesis were relatively recent. That’s just the way it is, but we have to start somewhere.

Putting these “chunks” of information into chronological order created the basis for seeing how this movement 
developed over time, what the milestone moments seemed to be, who key influencers were when there was a 
major celebration or conflict, etc.

All of this helps give a sense of contours of the movement’s overall profile for (1) its theological and (2) prac-
tices it values. These two points are paramount because a Christian interlocking directory becomes about who 
are the (1) thought leaders and (2) ministry role models.
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And I cannot stress enough: 

The better your profile of the movement becomes, probably the more accurate your placing of public 
figures inside or outside of an interlocking directory overall, and where their specific areas of over-
lap with that profile are. 

For instance, some insiders associated with the Progressive Christian movement sought to dissociate that from 
the Emergent/Progressive movement. The people in each of those two groups may not have been identical, but 
the profiles of the movements share common ground on many issues, such as social justice, for instance. So, 
it’s helpful to create Venn diagrams to show areas of overlap and areas of difference between the movements.

And, for those who prefer a non-linear description: Think of this process as putting together a mind-map with 
Emergent/Progressive movement as the hub circle, with multiple spokes going out from it to the five platform 
clusters, and spokes going out from each cluster to multiple entities, and from there to people involved in each 
entity. Then fill in additional connection lines going between entities that have formal contracts with each oth-
er, and connection lines going between individuals that have contracts or friendships or other specific kinds of 
relationships.

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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