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From the Director
A Couple of Thoughts

It’s a puzzle to me yet I know it happens.  Groups develop from one year to the 
next, groups that meet just once a year and with many different members each time, still 
develop from year to year. It is not easy to explain. For example, in the large group at the 
University of York’s SCT training week this September the group not only developed 
from day to day but the large group and the conference-as-a-whole had a different 
quality of maturity to it from the beginning. This cannot be explained as members 
maturing in that 30 new members were in attendance out of 70. One way to think about 
it is as a system develops and matures, its norms change so that new members coming 
into a more mature system learn the more mature norms.

This kind of development also happens in our large group at our Annual International 
SCT Conference. Whereas in the first few years, the large group was learning to use 
functional subgrouping in a large group and using functional subgrouping to move 
through its phases of development, by the third and fourth years, the group used 
subgrouping to integrate member learnings from the Conference and by the fifth and 
sixth years, the large group had matured to the place of using functional subgrouping to 
explore issues relevant to the organization’s development (Gantt & Agazarian, 2011). 
This maturing process continues still as the 2010 large group found its way to use the 
energy from its authority issue to take its own authority to innovate a new form of 
subgrouping that worked for the group in the smaller room it was working in and thus 
supported the group’s reality context. Interestingly, Rich O’Neill’s paper on functional 
subgrouping in large group found that members who reported more subgrouping have a 
better mood, more learning and more goal-achievement post-training.    

It is also worth noting (especially since the theme of this newsletter is splitting) that maturation is also a function of a group’s 
capacity to integrate its splits. This is well illustrated in the recent SCTRI Board of Directors meetings. The Board has worked 
hard on this very issue of how to integrate the splits in the Board recognizing that with isomorphy, these splits reflect splits in 
the organization (see Report from the Board, Spring, 2011 in the Member section of website). Our motivation is high, not only 
at the personal level in caring deeply for each other but at the member and system-as-a-whole level in thinking isomorphy and 
taking for granted that any splits in the Board reflect not-yet-integrated differences in the organization.

In the Board work, we discovered that the hardest step is fully understanding and reflecting back the difference instead of 
reacting to it and closing our boundaries --- in theory language, this is containing our own reaction to the difference so that we 
can open to understand it. If our reaction is not contained, our boundaries close and we cannot understand the difference. This 
has not meant that we have always agreed by the end of the meeting, but we have understood that splitting is a function of not 
being able to open the boundary to understand the difference that then splits off. Splitting is then often discharged in gossip, and 
creates “us versus them.” And when information is split off, there is missing information and often ambiguity. This led us to 
redefine gossip as information that has been taken out of context which then lowers the energy for change and development in a 
system when the difference is not being brought into the context to which it belongs.  

-Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
Reference
Gantt, S.P. & Agazarian, Y.M. (2011). Highlights from ten years of a systems-centered large group: Work in progress. Voices: 
The Art and Science of Psychotherapy, 47(1), pp. 40-50.
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Knowledge and Research.  A primary purpose for this organization is to contribute to knowledge with the theory of living human 

systems and to do related research in long- and short-term change strategies.
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education and practice and to train systems-centered practitioners to serve the community..
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From the eDitor
Dear Members,

I hope that this Fall has been filled with creativity, friendship 
and sweetness for all of you. 

 This issue of the Systems-Centered News is an 
experiment. Let us know what you think!  Different than other 
issues, the articles are all focused around a theme: Splitting. 
An understanding of the inevitable dynamics of splitting is an 
essential part of the Theory of Living Human Systems. Indeed, 
an understanding of splitting, although it might be called by 
different names, is essential to every meta-theory, psychology, 
scientific understanding and philosophy that I am aware of.  
Without some mechanism by which systems move from simple 
to complex, by which they differentiate, all systems would remain 
an undifferentiated lump! So we thought that this would be an 
appropriate topic to start with. The next issue of the newsletter 
will not be focused on a special topic. But if the feedback from 
this experiment is good, we may have another special topic in the 
future. Please write us with your ideas and suggestions for special 
topics that you would like to see us focus on!

This issue begins with Yvonne Agazarian’s thoughts on 
splitting. Her first contribution is called “Splitting, Differentiating, 
Integrating and Transforming.” Here she reviews the basic 
systems dynamics by which splitting leads to differentiation, 
which then leads to integration, which then leads to transformation. 
Her  next article is called “The Paradox of a Systems-Centered 
Hierarchy.”  Here she looks at the hierarchy of living human 
systems and how they are “isomorphic (similar in structure and 
function), but different in different contexts.” If that intrigues 
you, but perhaps you are not really sure what she means, read her 
article! Next, she responds to the feedback from the membership 
regarding the current muddle on what to call what in the past 
we have been calling the “Person System.” With the help of our 
feedback, I think that she is coming closer to a resolution.

The Theory, Research and Application section begins 
with a wonderfully clear article by Alida Zweidler-McKay on 
“Using SCT to Manage Splitting in Organizations Contexts.” 
Alida skillfully leads us through both the theory and practical 
applications (with many clear examples!) of how to use SCT 
in organizational contexts to manage splitting. Next Roelof 
Langman has written a delightful article about his experience as 
a classroom teacher and how a group of seven year olds learn to 
inquire into the meaning of a religious story. Roelof describes 
how his students learn to recognize both the differences (splits) 
and the similarities (integration) between the characters. Roelof’s 
article reminded me again of the broad applications of TLHS in 
the area of education.

Of course we still have the Reports and Updates from 
Action Groups and Training Centers throughout the organization. 
These will help you to keep your finger on the pulse of what is 
happening throughout SCTRI. 

Finally, I want to thank the Newsletter group for being 
such a joy to work with. Verena Murphy, Bettie Banks, Connie 
Robinson, Jale Punter, Kathy Lum and Jan Vadell, you are 
the cat’s meow and the bee’s knees! I can’t think of enough 
superlatives to describe what a delight it continues to be to 
collaborate with you!

Wishing you success and joy in every aspect of your lives,
-Michael Robbins (michaelrobbins@rcn.com) 
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Splitting, DiFFerentiating, 
integrating anD tranSForming 

Splitting is necessary!  The amoeba, for example, procreates 
by splitting into two. It also procreates by splitting its nucleus 
into two and swapping one half with another amoeba who in 
turn reciprocates. The two halves of the nuclei then integrate. 
However, amoebas do not differentiate. They survive but do not 
develop or transform. Development and transformation require 
not only splitting and integration but also differentiation: 
a fundamental characteristic of the development of human 
beings, and also of systems.

In the Theory of Living Human Systems, a basic assumption 
is that systems survive, develop and transform through 
the process of discriminating and integrating differences:  
integrating differences in the apparently similar and similarities 
in the apparently different.

Observing a group through systems eyes, one can see 
that all members, in all groups, spontaneously come together 
around similarities and split away from differences. This 
process results in the group system splitting into two different 
subsystems. In SCT, these subsystems are called subgroups.

Thus it can be said that all members, in all groups, 
spontaneously come together in transitory subgroups based on 
similarities, and split apart again when their internal differences 
reach a critical mass. Too often the result is that one subgroup 
scapegoats the other, as it does when the group splits around 
realities like young and old, men and women, black and white, 
friend and foe, us and them. Splitting without integration is 
a restraining force to the development of all systems, just as 
integration is a driving force.

It is in recognizing that subgroups result from spontaneous 
member interactions that it became clear that subgroups qualify 
as systems, some of which are driving forces in relationship 
to the necessary discriminations and integrations for group 
development, and some of which are restraining forces. It is 
the splits between different subgroups that the methods of 
functional subgrouping are designed to undo. Subgrouping 
becomes a very different phenomenon if one can structure it 
to be a driving force towards integration of similarities and 
differences. 

Establishing functional subgrouping is an example of how 
SCT practitioners actively intervene to establish methods that 
are expected to increase the probability that the group will not 
only separate, but also differentiate and integrate. For example, 
by requiring members to say “anyone else” when they finish 
speaking, and requiring the responding member to join the heart 
of the first member’s message with resonance and attunement, 
people come together naturally on similarities, rather than 
separating around differences. This intervention builds some 
important dynamics. It interferes with the human tendency 
to base initial pairings based on transference - gravitating 

towards the familiar and away from the different. It also 
reduces the self-protective “yes-but” pattern of communication 
which potentiates monologues rather than dialogues. Both of 
these are examples of splitting dynamics that interfere with 
development!  

Functional subgrouping contributes to the ability to 
separate and individuate in attunement. Responding with 
a similarity when someone says “anybody else” requires 
attunement. Building on the heart of the other’s message leaves 
them feeling understood. Then, building on their ideas requires 
separating and centering into one’s individuated self. Finally 
saying “anybody else” opens the way for others to attune, and 
gives the protagonist the experience of being joined. It is also a 
step towards integrating information from a single system to a 
system dyad to a subgroup in the system-as-a-whole.

It is through functional subgrouping that conflicts are 
contained in the group rather than enacted. SCT groups 
are less likely to elicit identified patients and scapegoats. 
Rather, the different sides of the conflict are contained within 
different subgroups, which work sequentially to explore the 
experience that is nested in the differences. Theoretically, when 
subgroups come together around similarities, just noticeable 
differences surface and are integrated.  As differences continue 
to be integrated, the system develops from simpler to more 
complex. As greater complexity increases, so does the ability 
to discriminate and integrate differences, until similarities 
are perceived in the apparently different. When that happens, 
integration takes place in the system-as-a-whole.

The above paragraphs are offered as a rationale for 
functional subgrouping being a method which increases the 
probability that splitting will be part of a process that leads to 
integration and differentiation, thus contributing to the survival, 
development and transformation of the system hierarchy.

the paraDox oF a SyStemS - 
centereD hierarchy

Before systems-centered concepts were introduced, 
there was an irreconcilable split between the language of 
psychodynamics used to describe people and the group 
dynamic language used to talk about groups. Thus research 
into the relationship between people and groups was like 
comparing apples and oranges! However, since we have 
developed a systems-centered language, we have a common 
language that applies to both – as well as to all living systems 
in the hierarchy.  It allows us to generalize from the particular 
system to all systems and from all systems to a single system.  

Paradoxically, systems in the systems-centered hierarchy 
are isomorphic (similar in structure and function) but different 
in different contexts. In order to think about any one system, 
one “splits it off” from all other systems in the hierarchy – yet 
– as one discovers things about the structure and function of 

EmErging ThEory by yvonnE AgAzAriAn
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the system one is thinking about, our discoveries apply to all 
other systems in the hierarchy. In other words – although each 
system is unique, its uniqueness does not alter the fact that all 
systems in the hierarchy are the same!  

Because systems exist in a hierarchy, it is not possible to 

think about any one system without thinking about its context, 
otherwise systems would exist in a vacuum, rather than in a 
hierarchy. As each system in a hierarchy exists in the context 
of the system above it and is the context of the system below it, 
thinking systems, at all levels of the hierarchy, always requires 
thinking in threes. This is a good example of discriminating 
differences and then integrating them. You will notice that each 
discrimination results in different integrations as you move up 
the hierarchy. It is the person that develops into a member and 
members that form subgroups and develop a group – in turn, 
a group is a subgroup of a clinic, a clinic is a subgroup of a 
hospital, and so on up the hierarchy of the health system-as-
a-whole. Significantly, because of system isomorphy, what 
one discovers about any one system applies to all systems in 
the hierarchy. Below are the differences that the implicit goals 
each system has in its different context, while the structure and 
function of each system are the same.

The Person System

The Goal of the Person System is to Survive 
As the source of energy for the Hierarchy, 
As the nuclear energy 

For all systems in the Hierarchy.   

 

The Member System   

The Goal of the Member System is to Develop,
Sharing its boundaries with both Person and Group Systems.
Changes in the Member System have the greatest impact on 
both the Person and the Whole.    

Transient Systems: The Subgroups 

The Goal of the Functional Subgroup
Is to have Members come together around Similarities
And integrate the Differences:
Differences in the apparently similar
And similarities in the apparently different, 
So that systems can Survive, Develop and Transform.

The Group System-as-a-whole 
 

The Goal of the System-as-whole is to Transform
By containing and integrating the work cycles
And developing therapeutic group norms 
For each Phase of System Development.  



Finally, seeing ourselves from a systems-centered perspective makes it clear that there are as many ways to experience 
things in everyday life as there are systems perspectives to view them from. This helps us not to take things just personally. As 
most of us have discovered, taking things just personally is the source of the anguish that we experience when we are not able 
to see things in context.

FeeDback From you all – thank you!  
Thank you for your feedback about your preferences for one of the following three:
 Individual system, individual person system, person system.
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A few responses from members in New 
York Seminars: Anything but “individual 
person” system!”  Definitely “individual 
person system” - it makes it quite clear. 
Let’s keep “person system” and keep making 
the discrimination between personalizing and 
person. Like “person system energy” – it links 
up with green stuff and all the earlier ways we 
were trying to work the theory out. 

From Connie Robinson: Yvonne -   I like 
#2, “Individual Person System.”  Even though 
it’s wordier, it seems more descriptive and 
accurate in communicating the essence of the 
concept.

From Alida Zweidler-McKay:  Hi Yvonne, 
Responding to your comments in the recent 
SCTRI Newsletter re: the confusion between 
“person system” and “personalizing” and the 
bad press for person system that is resulting... 
What is missing from the isomorphy diagrams, 
I think, is the concept of “goal.” When we 
take up “member” role in a group, we are 
bringing our energy to the group in service of 
its goal(s). Being clear about the goal helps 
us use our person system energy in service 
of it - taking up our membership. When we 
personalize, we are serving a different goal 
(self-protection, for example, or attention 
seeking, or whatever). The bad press, “I’m in 
my person system” could be reframed to “My 
behavior isn’t aligned to the goal of the group” 
or even better, “I’m noticing that the behavior 
I just put into the group took us away from 
instead of toward our goal.”   Or “I notice that 
the behavior I put into the group was relating 
to my individual goal of X, but may not be 
aligned with the group’s goal of Y...”

The way I think of SCT experiential 
groups is that they have the goal of “practicing 
authentic interaction via subgrouping.”  When 
I go into an old role or personalize or stay 
silent (vs. joining), I am moving away from 
this member role goal (away from authentic 
interaction).  When I name the pull to go to an 
old role or to stay silent (instead of enacting 
it), I’m bringing in my authentic experience, 
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which is a member (goal-aligned) behavior.  Thanks for raising 
the topic.  The pull to old roles where we “beat ourselves up 
with any available weapon” is strong.  I appreciate every time 
we catch this old role and work to correct it!

Dear Alida, thanks very much for your response. I 
absolutely agree on the importance of goals. It’s important 
to note that SCT says the implicit goal for all living human 
systems is to survive, develop and transform from simpler 
to more complex. This is the primary goal. The implicit or 
heuristic goals are the goals that can be intuited by the way the 
system is behaving. These can be compatible or incompatible 
with the primary goal. For example, the person system goal 
might be to take up the role of member or it might be to export 
an old role.  One would be a driving force in the member 
system context, the other a restraining force.  Similarly, the 
member goal might be to work in a subgroup or to pre-empt 
the process – the subgroup system goal to flight or to work and 
so on.  The explicit goals are the goals that the system says it 
has.  System behavior is a driving force when it moves towards 
the goal and a restraining force when it goes in the opposite 
direction. Your example could be either an implicit goal, or an 
explicit goal.  In SCT the primary goal never changes.  Thanks 
again for the opportunity to respond. -Yvonne

From John Straznickas: First Yvonne, I want to tell you 
how much I liked your transformational request for theoretical 
assistance from the membership. Bravo!  I hope you get useful 
info. I think this diagram goes a long way to solving the person/
personalizing muddle. It’s a really nice way to pictorially 

capture the simultaneous development of the person within 
the system context. I think this drawing “balances” visually 
the person/system scales in a very creative way.  It also helps 
people training in SCT to view a person as more than “a path 
to” or “less than” a member. Really nice. I like your # 3 the 
best “person system energy”– simple terms that are already 
used in the system.  The terms “individual” (too long a word 
for the green energy) and “individual person” (that’s a muddled 
mouthful) are a distant two and three for me. Once I saw this 
new diagram, I understood what you were thinking in adding 
“person system energy” instead of “person system.”  The 
drawing of this “energy” has a “fork-in-the-road” quality to 
person and to systems implied in the drawing.  This could 
lead to some important “energy” decisions by the member and 
leader about where to focus the energy at any one moment – 
person or member/system. That opens up some neat treatment 
options.

One thing that is missing in your drawing is the reverse 
energy flow that comes from the system to the person.  Your 
energy arrows only point one way – up and out. This doesn’t 
capture the “downward” systems energy flow that impacts 
persons in the system. For example, the energy flow that 
influences persons who live in China to have some differences 
from persons who live in America.

Thanks John. I think “person system energy” is a good 
resolution too and I like what you said about its advantages. 
There were meant to be two way arrows but cyber space 
gremlins got them, I’ll put them back in! -Yvonne

MARK YOUR CALENDARS FOR CONFERENCE 2012!

“Emotional Intelligence for Real World Solutions:
Methods for Change in Clinical, Educational & Organizational Contexts”

San Francisco 
Pre-Conference Weekend Institutes: 

April 14-15, 2012

5-Day Conference: 
April 16-20, 2012

Register online & save with advance registration rates through February 28.

Conference details & full program  
are available now on the website at  

www.systemscentered.com
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uSing Sct to manage Splitting in 
organization contextS

-Alida Zweidler-McKay (zmconsulting@mac.com)

Introduction
 The concept of “splitting” has specific definitions in the 
psychological world. In this article, we will explore “splitting” 
as a metaphor for what happens in organizations every day as 
managers confront various strategic dilemmas. 
 The article uses the term “managers” VERY loosely to 
refer to anyone in an organization who must make decisions. 
Using this definition suggests everyone in an organization 
could be considered a manager, in that they manage their own 
time and contribution, even if they do not manage others.

Managing Organizational Dilemmas
 At the task level, organizations are constantly faced with 
many dilemmas. The work of managers is to make choices 
among opposing sides of various issues. Barry Johnson, in his 
book, Polarity Management (1996), defines these dilemmas as 
“polarities,” and points out that “Many of the current trends in 
business and industry are polarities to manage, not problems to 
solve” (Johnson, 1996, p xvii).  
 Johnson (1996) uses the example of breathing to draw 
an analogy to the common experience in many organizations 
when managers approach strategic issues as problems to solve 
instead of seeing them as polarities. Imagine a scene in which 
a new management team comes into a company and says, “Our 
problem with breathing is that we need to exhale more. From 
now on, we will only exhale.” This works for a (short) while, 
and then (uh oh!) the system needs to inhale. So the naysayers 
in the organization say, “See.  Exhaling doesn’t work. We told 
you that inhaling was important. Out with you.”  The exhaling 
CEO is fired and replaced with one who inhales. (That’s much 
more fun!) This works until the need to exhale arises again. 
And so on. 
 With breathing, the need for both sides of the polarity is 
obvious. Unfortunately, other organizational dilemmas are not 
always so obvious. Here are a few:
 • Team vs. Individual 
 • Commanding vs. Engaging
 • Top down vs. Bottom up
 • Diverse product line vs. Streamlined offerings
 • Flexibility vs. Consistency
 When managers address issues like these as problems to 
solve, they are engaging in a form of splitting, with different 
members taking up one or the other side of the argument. 
Individuals are invested in the “rightness” of their side, and 
split off their conflicting opinions into “the other side.”  It is 
easy for management teams to become entrenched, taking on a 
battlefield mentality, choosing sides and hoping to “win.” The 
organization gets stuck, unable to make a decision - or perhaps 

worse, begins to swing like a pendulum from one end of the 
spectrum to the other as the sides trade power.  
 At the heart of these splits there are likely to be feelings of 
anxiety. Faced with a strategic dilemma, in which there truly 
is no right answer, managers are likely to experience anxiety 
when they take a risk on behalf of the organization. Given the 
pressure to appear to be in charge and in control, anxiety can 
be an unwelcome feeling in organizational life. Splitting on 
content and becoming a wholehearted supporter of one side of 
an argument is one way to manage this anxiety. If one has the 
conviction of being “right,” one does not need to experience 
the fear associated with the possibility of being “wrong.”  By 
making the other guy wrong, managers are able to remain more 
comfortable with their decision.
 Organizational structures and rewards often reinforce the 
splitting of dilemmas across different managers or groups. 
For example, for the dilemma of how much product diversity 
to offer, manufacturing staff will often lean to the side of 
simple, streamlined product offerings (where they are rewarded 
for keeping costs low), while marketing or sales staff will 
want plentiful product diversity to meet the diverse needs of 
different customer segments (where they are rewarded for 
revenue). Within teams, these discussions can feel like “broken 
records” as managers recite their own positions to one another, 
without taking in the information of the others. The result is 
that little energy can be vectored toward the shared goal (in this 
case profitability).
 Just as psychological splitting is resolved when conflicting 
feelings can be owned and reintegrated, these kinds of content 
splits also require an integration of the thinking among 
members, toward a shared understanding of the tradeoffs 
associated with each side of the strategic dilemma.  
 Functional subgrouping can be quite helpful to work 
teams in these situations. At its heart, functional subgrouping 
normalizes the human tendency for splitting, and offers a way 
to manage it toward the goal of increasing permeability to 
information and ultimately information transfer (Agazarian, 
1997). Three aspects of functional subgrouping are particularly 
important here. The first is asking the group to work one side 
of the issue at a time. This reduces the back-and-forth “yes-
but” pattern so that each side can be more fully explored. The 
second is asking members to join on similarities, regardless of 
what department they are from, or what layer of management 
they represent. Pointing out that stereotypic subgrouping may 
get in the way of good decision-making can help a group 
break that pattern and work to consider the issues more fully. 
For particularly entrenched groups, it can help to set this up 
as a temporary task – “we’re not asking you to take that side 
permanently, simply to explore it for the moment.”  Finally, it 
helps to be clear about the specific goal the group is working 
toward, so that the group knows what it is subgrouping about. 
One way to keep a split alive is to fight about two different 
aspects of it at the same time!  By clarifying the goal and 

ThEory, rEsEArch And ApplicATion
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working one issue at a time, the group can focus its energy on 
finding commonalities and solutions.
 Teaching group members how to listen to one another can 
also be important. Checking for a join (did I hear you right?) 
and building on each other’s contributions can create a sense 
of being heard, as well as a sense that different ideas have been 
taken into account. 
 Johnson’s Polarity Management (1996) suggests a 
framework for helping groups explore strategic dilemmas that 
can be a useful structure for capturing the information that 
results from subgrouping around a particular topic. His version 
is similar to a force field analysis. However, Johnson’s model 

is a 4-box matrix, with space for capturing the benefits and 
risks separately for each pole. This picture creates space for 
both sides of the issue to be fully explored. In an adaptation 
of Johnson’s model, Margaret Seidler (2009) has added labels 
that make the goals of each vector clear. The positive side she 
labels “Higher Purpose (Goal),” and the negative side, “Deeper 
Concern (What You Want to Avoid at All Cost).” Defining 
the vectors in this way makes explicit the common goal of the 
group (finding the similar in the apparently different).
 For example, for the polarity of having an appropriately 
diverse product line, we might create a polarity map that looks 
like this:

Higher Purpose (Goal): 
Lots of product diversity 
to appeal to every possible 
customer niche

+ 
Each customer segment has 
products that work
Appeal to lots of customer 
segments

+
All manufacturing 
plants can follow same 
procedures
Requires just one set of 
inventory
All plants can deliver to all 
customer groups

Simple product line to keep 
production costs down

- 
Increases complexity & costs 
for manufacturing and supply 
chain
More inventory needed

-
May not meet customer 
needs; may lose customers 
who want different features

Deeper Concern (What You Want to Avoid a All Cost)

From Power Surge: A Conduit for Enlightened Leadership (p. 38), by M. Seidler, 2009, Amherst, Massachusetts: HRD Press. 
Copyright (2009) by HRD Press.  Adapted with permission.

 From this picture, the group can then begin to work on 
“both/and” strategies to capture the positives of each side of 
the dilemma. For example, in this “profitable product mix” 
example, the group might work on defining which customer 
segments are most profitable and then focus their efforts on 
deciding which set of products work for those groups.  
 Another example is the Command vs. Engage dilemma 
facing leaders. The question for a leader might be, “How can I 
set appropriate boundaries around this discussion (command) 
while remaining open to being truly influenced by the group 
(engage)?” This differs from the either/or thinking of “I must 
tell the group what to do, or they will walk all over me.” OR 
“It’s really all up to the group to decide.”  
 As with breathing, polarity management is not about 
finding a single, lasting solution so much as it is about striking 
a balance that works for the system at the moment. It is the 
flexible movement back and forth between the poles that 
enables a system to survive, develop and transform from 
simple to more complex.  
 The framework provides a concrete deliverable (task) 
for the group to complete as it is subgrouping and exploring 
the issue, and creates a container for the group’s experience 
(Seidler, 2009).

More on Anxiety and Splitting in Organizational Life
 Above we explored the ways that anxiety can contribute 
to content splits. Here we’ll focus on how anxiety itself is 
managed through splitting.  
 In many corporate cultures, anxiety is given bad press, 
associated with indecisiveness or lack of leadership. Given 
that, managers will often seek to distance themselves from 
the natural anxieties that are associated with their work. One 
way to do this is via projection. We hear this in organizations 
regularly in the daily course of conversation, as managers 
speculate on the responses and feelings of their colleagues. 
For example, “John’s worried that this plan won’t meet our 
targets.”  “Jim isn’t sure this is going to work …”  
 Sometimes these speculations are useful in the course of 
stakeholder management, as our clients work to anticipate and 
strategize responses to the concerns of others.  Just as often, 
however, these comments may represent projections of the 
managers’ own worries onto others.  
 Introducing the concept of “mind reads” and projection 
can be helpful here, as well as the idea of “anxiety at the 
edge of the unknown.” Normalizing anxiety at the edge of 
the unknown and helping a client own his or her version of 
the projected response can be useful in two ways. First, it can 
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reduce the projection that is inducing the mind read, or negative 
prediction, taking the feeling or concern back into the self 
instead of leaving it on the other. Second, if the supposition 
about the other is correct, then finding the internal join and 
build can be good preparation for approaching the stakeholder 
with an open mind.

Normalizing Frustration
 When content splits are in play (not integrated), managers 
often experience frustration with one another. Given the 
structural dimensions named above, managers often have a 
real stake in having their own sides win out. This adds fuel to 
the fire. As Agazarian shared in her presentation at the 2011 
SCT Annual Conference in Atlanta, Pat DeMaré asserted that, 
“Hate is the energy and the result of frustrated instinct.” It is 
through this path that content splits in organizational life can 
trigger frustration and generate what feels like highly personal 
conflicts and even feelings of hatred.
 Agazarian (2011) suggests, “Metabolizing hatred into 
fellowship results in a different potential for communication.” 
Indeed, the organizational consultant faces a special challenge 
here. While “hatred” has bad press in our culture as a whole, 
strong emotions in general and “hatred” in particular are 
especially taboo in many organizations.  
 There remains a strong bias in many (most?) companies 
toward rational thinking over feelings. Seeing this (thinking vs. 
feeling) as a problem to solve rather than a polarity to manage, 
organizations often encourage employees to “be rational.” Even 
in organizations that have embraced emotional intelligence, 
there is a discomfort with the natural experiences of frustration, 
rage, hatred, or, on the other side, love and attraction.  
 Working with clients to name and normalize the frustrations 
that are a natural part of team life can be an important step 
toward helping them take their feelings less personally. The 
goal is not to reduce frustration on a team, but to help team 
members see that frustration is a natural expected outcome of 
working on teams. By definition, teams include members in 
different roles, who have some shared goals and some different 
goals.  The differences are bound to be a source of frustration 
regardless of which individuals are in the roles. With this 
in mind, the team can work to build skills for managing the 
differences in ways that bring information into the system in 
support of more robust – and less personalized – decision-
making.

Conclusion
 In summary, SCT provides us with several concepts and 
tools that can be helpful to teams and organizations as they work 
to manage their differences. The very concept of “splitting” 
as a normal part of organizational life can be quite useful to 
teams whose members have an ideal vision of themselves 
as--or a wish to be -- a group without conflict. Normalizing 
the feelings of anxiety and frustration and giving individuals 
and team members tools for exploring and containing these 
feelings can help the group channel its energy toward solving 

the problem. Functional subgrouping in particular provides a 
specific method for exploring differences.  The addition of the 
polarity map can serve as a container for these explorations.
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the community oF inquiry aS a 
SyStem 

-Roelof Langman (roelof.langman@gmail.com)

 Early one Wednesday morning, fifteen seven year olds 
enter a low-ceilinged room, greet each other and start playing 
with the cushions. As their teacher for just this hour, I join 
some conversations and invite them to treat the cushions 
gently. These are philosophical cushions, paid from a fund for 
special educational projects. The school bell sounds and we put 
them in a circle. Then we get organized, arranging ourselves in 
alphabetical order of our mother’s names -- if you have more 
than one, choose a single name. We sit down and take a minute 
of silence, paying attention to sounds we pick up from the 
wider world. Then, I tell a story.
 Each week, we hear a story from one of the world’s 
religions and reflect on it. Today, it’s the story of Mohammed 
and his friend Abu Bakr. Allah has warned Mohammed that 
his enemies have decided to take care of him once and for all. 
Mohammed visits his friend Abu Bakr, who joins him, and they 
leave the city to hide in a cave. His enemies thoroughly search 
the city and the countryside, and finally, Mohammed and Abu 
Bakr hear their voices outside the cave. “Look at that cobweb 
at the entrance,” one of these says. “If anyone had entered 
that cave, it would have been torn.” “And that dove’s nest?” 
another voice adds. “It’s freshly built.” The enemies leave, 
and Abu Bakr sighs with relief: coincidence saved them. But 
Mohammed disagrees: it was Allah who sent the spider and the 
dove. Allah saved them.
 The first task I give the group is to reconstruct the story. 
How did it begin? What happened next? How did it end? Every 
pupil may throw in a sentence, preferably in the order created 
by the story. The children are extremely good at this. They 
remember details of the story that I have forgotten right after 
telling it. 
 The next question is: what is the theme of the story? The 
conversation gets in rougher waters here, I hear two themes 
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emerging: “friendship” and “God.” So I ask each member 
of the group to state what the theme is, according to them. 
Two subgroups emerge, the children eagerly choose sides. 
“Friendship.” “God.” “God.” “Friendship.” “Friendship.”
 Let’s review the themes one by one, I propose. Which 
one shall we take first? Friendship seems the easiest one. 
Mohammed goes to Abu Bakr for support, and he finds it 
there. Abu Bakr sticks to Mohammed, even though his life is 
in danger. And friends can disagree cordially: Abu Bakr thinks 
coincidence has saved them, Mohammed thanks Allah, and 
they’re still friends. 
 And what about God? He comes to Mohammed to warn 
him that his life is in danger, and sends the spider and the dove 
to save him. Thanks to Him, Mohammed comes out of the 
story alive. 
 Two themes have been discriminated and valid arguments 
have been put forward, firmly based on elements of the story. 
I compliment the group with having brought differences to 
light. I’m also looking for a possible integration, but I wouldn’t 
know where to find it. Yet, one can always ask the group. “Do 
friendship and God have anything to do with each other?” I ask 
them. “I myself don’t know -- do you?” 
 The group is silent for awhile. One girl looks around to 
see whether nobody else sees the obvious. Nobody does, so 
she states it. “The story is about friendship between God and 
people. Allah is the friend of Mohammed as he warns him. And 
Mohammed is Allah’s friend when he thanks him.”
 That is clear, and I am glad I asked. A sense of relief and 
completion arises in the group. I also want to ask the group 
what they think about these two themes, God and friendship, 
and I do. The group is brief: “we don’t believe in God, but we 
do believe in friendship.” 
 What does this piece of non-fiction have to do with the 
theme of splitting? In the educational context, we encounter 
splitting where absolute opposites are established: true and 
false, right and wrong, good and bad. When the group started to 
discuss the theme of the story, differences of opinion emerged 
and members were uncertain about which theme would prevail 
as the right one. The waters got choppy, fight energy emerged. 
I think the readers recognize this as what happens in any 
situation in which differences of opinion arise. What I like to 
pay attention to is how this energy to split was managed in the 
conversation. 
 In John Dewey’s footsteps, pedagogue and philosopher 
David Kennedy has participated in “communities of inquiry” 
in which children developed and answered their own questions. 
In “The role of a facilitator in a community of philosophical 
inquiry” (2004) he proposed to understand the community of 
inquiry as an open system. This would help to enrich the role 
of the teacher: thinking systems would allow him or her to pay 
attention to the system dynamics of a conversation group in 
an educational context, helping the group to develop its own 
resources for conducting an inquiry rather than exclusively 
focusing on the topic and the quality of the arguments put 
forward. 

 David Kennedy’s article encouraged me to think and work 
systems when working with groups of children in schools. 
What I learned from Agazarian and Gantt (2000) is that 
systems survive, develop and transform by discriminating and 
integrating differences. This understanding informed the way I 
managed the splitting energy in this conversation group. Rather 
than supporting the subgroup with the “right” answer, I helped 
the group form two subgroups and explore the answer of 
each subgroup in turn. Before the group could make a mental 
integration, we created a group that could tolerate having two 
different subgroups simultaneously. In that way, the group 
developed the resources to contain the difference of opinion, 
which it used successfully to find an integration -- which was 
one found by the pupils, not by the teacher, who knew what 
to do to help the group develop but didn’t have the wisdom to 
arrive at the integration himself. 
 How is this work a contribution to education? One is that it 
helps groups of pupils to arrive at better answers to questions, 
using all the knowledge and wisdom in the room, not just the 
knowledge of an individual pupil or teacher, encouraging all 
participants to contribute what they know. Another is that 
it broadens the repertoire of managing difference and the 
conflicts of the pupils as members of the wider society. In 
this case, it allowed them to listen carefully and respectfully 
to a story from the context of Islam, and discover their own 
affinities and differences with it. In this way, our school made 
a positive contribution to the climate of political discourse in 
our country.
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Announcing the first SCT OD 
Conference in Europe!

“Putting Systems Thinking  
Into Organizational Practice”

 Stockholm
August 29-31, 2012

Workshops in Theory, Application  
& Experiential Training
Details available soon
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sysTEms-cEnTErEd® TrAining progrAm
Sct training overview
 There is a wide variety of training opportunities at the four 
levels of training described below, as well as specialty training 
with SAVI (a communications model) and with SCT applied to 
couples and organizations.
 Systems-centered training combines group work practicum 
(where you learn by working as a member of a group), and 
theoretical and technical training. You can learn about SCT by 
attending training events at the level that matches your interest 
and resources, i.e., time, energy and money. These training 
tracks range from exploring SCT to making a commitment to 
formal training. The approach to training is functional with less 
emphasis on “checking off” certain experiences and more on 
mastering the theory, methods, and techniques at each level of 
training.

Levels of SCT Training: Exploration, Foundation Training, 
Intermediate Training, and Advanced Training.

Exploring SCT: For Curious People
 In exploring SCT you can attend foundation or specialized 
training events once or as many times as you find useful. Some 
find the training group valuable for their own development; 
others want to learn the theoretical approach well enough to 
compare it to their own; others use elements of theory and 
technique in their current practical applications. At this level 
of participation, you are your own guide, sipping or drinking 
deeply as your interests and resources permit.

Foundation Training: For Learning SCT
 Some people discover enough value in SCT theory and 
practice to consider making SCT a primary orientation to their 
work. The Foundation training emphasizes learning to use SCT 
methods with one’s self and gaining the personal development 
and training that comes from working in an ongoing training 
group with sufficient intensity to explore and contain one’s 
own issues with authority. At a minimum, a training group and 
some work with theory are foundations to further work in SCT. 
If you find yourself exploring this shift into more structured 
training, you should make contact with an SCT Mentor to find 
out more about the training process.

Intermediate Training

 Intermediate training is for those interested in using SCT as 
their major theoretical orientation and work toward the goal of 
becoming a licensed systems-centered practitioner. Members 
apply for Intermediate training experience after having learned 
to use SCT as a training group member, to understand basic 
SCT theory, and to understand and contain the dynamics of 
their own authority issue. The Intermediate level of training 
introduces more focus on theory, on the technical skills of SCT, 

on managing role boundaries, and on containing the dynamics 
of a system. Intermediate training includes the Intermediate 
Skills Training, the Intermediate Mentor Training, and the 
Authority Issue Group. The Skills Training focuses on the 
technical skills of defense modification in Modules I and II. 
The Intermediate Mentor Training focuses on the management 
of oneself in relation to changing roles and contexts. The 
Authority Issue Group is a training group working the issues of 
Module III in depth. At the Intermediate level, participants also 
work in a Theory group and in an ongoing Consultation group 
in addition to their ongoing training group.

Advanced Training
 Advanced training activities emphasize integrating 
comprehensive and apprehensive knowledge in role, and 
related to goal and context in application settings. One major 
advanced training track is working as a member of a peer 
licensing group to build a working group, develop criteria 
for assessment, and implement a peer assessment process. 
Joining the Board of Directors is another context for advanced 
training. An advanced training track is also offered at the 
Annual Conference for post-Authority group members and 
a special advanced training group is offered each summer. 
Advanced members also work with mentors to develop training 
opportunities.

For a more complete description of the SCT 
Training Program:

Go To www.systemscentered.com

NEW RESOURCE!
Download SCT materials from  

www.systemscentered.com

• Informative SCT Handouts

• Up-to-date Theory Charts and Training 
Materials

• MEMBERS: Download basic materials 
for your own use

• SCT Practitioners: Download Skill  
sheets & Training Manual

Easy payment through PayPal – Try it!



intermeDiate training bloSSomS 
at Sct conFerence 2012!
	 “That’s	great	–	but	which	training	is	best	for	me?”
As SCT and our Conference have matured, more and more 
of us are using SCT in our work. Members report wanting 
to continue expanding skills and deepening the personal 
development that many of us have found so valuable.
 From the system perspective it seems the Conference is the 
best place to make more choices available – it is accessible to 
many of us and has the rewards of networking with friends and 
colleagues, with all of the expected and unexpected benefits of 
the exchange of energy/information!
 As a result we have expanded the offerings in the five 
mornings of the Conference to enrich training opportunities for 
both newer and advanced Intermediate members.1   So, how to 
decide?
 Here is a guide to Intermediate Training at SCT Conference 
2012. Use this to think about your next steps, and of course talk 
with your trainer or consultant or with the event leaders to 
make your choices. Some events require applications or have 
specific membership criteria, so please check event listings on 
the SCT Conference web pages.

Early Morning (8:45 to 10:15 AM)

Intermediate Training Group
(Nina	Klebanoff,	Susan	Lange)
 Experiential practicum. This group is an excellent choice for 
Intermediate members working to develop their understanding 
of the person to member shift, and to deepen their subgrouping 
skills and resonance and to self-correct and move toward 
system goals.

Container Training
(Jale	Punter)
 In this training, Containers will work with the Foundation 
Group, providing an opportunity to develop their containing 
skills with a live group as it moves through the phases of 
development. 
 Containers learn to develop a group-as-a-whole perspective 
by shifting their focus from joining a particular subgroup, to 
resonating with and containing the apprehensive experience 
of every subgroup in the group. This training is excellent 
for intermediate members sufficiently grounded in their own 
experience and ability to manage their authority issue to free 
attention to focus on the group itself, learning to use their own 
experience as a resource for the system development.

Advanced Intermediate Training with Roles
(Susan	Cassano,	Robert	Hartford)			
 This workshop focuses on the ability to recognize the 
characteristic roles and role locks that prevent us from relating 
authentically to ourselves, to others, or to our present contexts. 
Members will learn to work with roles and role locks step by 
step, and to differentiate changes in role work as the group 
moves through the Authority phase of system development. 
Work with the SCT role protocol in triads will be supported 
by experiential work with the roles that emerged in the triads. 
Prerequisites: Mentor Training or 3-Year Intermediate group.

Late Morning (10:30 AM to 12:00 PM)

Intermediate Consultation: Putting SCT Consultation into 
Practice
(Nina	Klebanoff,	Mike	Maher)
 This training will provide a context for working with “my 
problem is I…” -- the unique form of SCT consultation. For 
those newer to this method, the workshop is an opportunity 
to work as a consultee; for those already familiar with “my 
problem is I…” the training provides an opportunity to work as 
a consultant as well as get consultation on their own application 
of SCT. 

SCT Leadership Development: Using Work Samples for 
Intermediate and Advanced Consultation
(Frances	Carter,	Rich	O’Neill)
 This training is for intermediate/advanced members to 
develop leadership capacity using SCT theory, methods and 
techniques in work contexts. Members come prepared with 
actual samples of work for analysis. This is an excellent 
training for you if you are familiar with SCT consultation 
and want to develop both your consultation skill and your 
application of systems-centered thinking.

Leadership training sequence – These two sequential 
trainings orient members to the Container Role and to SCT 
Leadership

The Container Role in Leadership Training – Monday & 
Tuesday
(Susan	Cassano,	Erika	Ekedal)
 In this training, participants will learn the role of the 
container in a workshop environment, taking turns being 
members or containers of a group. Participants will experiment 
with apprehensively joining every member voice, resonating 
with each subgroup, tracking the direction of the leader, and 
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progrAm noTEs

1 Note: We are assuming you have attended Intermediate Skills Training at least once – your entry to the Intermediate level.  If 
you haven’t and want to see the criteria, check out the description in the Conference program and on the website: Training, SCT 
Training Program, Intermediate Level.  All Intermediate Level trainings assume you are receiving some form of consultation on 
the application of SCT in your work.
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adjusting their joins to the phase of development of the group.
The training provides an opportunity for containers to process 
their experience as containers and to connect their experiences 
with the Theory of Living Human Systems. 

Intermediate Leadership Training: Building an SCT Group 
– Wednesday to Friday
(Erika	Ekedal)
 This is a three-session Intermediate level training that 
focuses on developing leadership in building an SCT context 

for work using the methods of functional subgrouping, 
contextualizing and vectoring to create a functional system. 
Participants will practice the skills of functional subgrouping, 
bringing energy into the member role using the distraction 
exercise and applying the principles of the fork-in-the-road to 
discriminate between explaining and exploring.

 We are excited to be expanding our Intermediate training 
offerings, and we hope that you will find a training that best 
suits your training goals. See you at SCT Conference 2012!

Congratulations to our new  
Licensed Practitioners!

Susan Beren, Rowena Davis,  
Roelof Langman, Annie MacIver,  

Mike Maher, Norma Safransky and 
Angelika Zollfrank.

You have the best wishes of the SCT community.
We commend all of you in reaching a standard 

of professional performance in systems-centered 
work, commensurate with SCTRI’s commitment to 

standardizing quality SCT practice.

Continuing Education (CE’s)

for SCT Training
 SCTRI is approved by the American Psychological 
Association to sponsor continuing education for 
psychologists and offers CE’s for psychologists at the 
Annual Conference and at Core Curriculum training 
events (Skills, Mentor and Authority Issue training 
groups). We also seek CE’s on a local basis for social 
workers, mental health counselors, and marriage and 
family therapists in the area in which the Annual 
Conference is held. Trainers may also provide CE’s 
for psychologists for training events they lead.

 Certificates of attendance can also be obtained for 
the Annual Conference and Core Curriculum trainings 
and through individual trainers, with the member 
submitting these to their professional organization for 
possible acceptance as CE’s.

 SCTRI is interested in providing CE’s for other 
professions if members are willing to provide the 
time, energy, and resources (emergent energy) to 
obtain provider status for offering such credits. If you 
are interested in further information about obtaining 
CE’s, please contact Dick Ganley, CE Group Liaison, 
at dickganley@aol.com or 610-664-5730.

For the latest information 
on SCT trainings

please check the website at
www.systemscentered.com

Welcome to our new  
Associate Director  

Mike Maher!
Congratulations Mike –  

we are pleased to have you join the SCTRI 
leadership team.

USE OF THE SCT TRADEMARK
Only licensed practitioners of SCT can call 
themselves Systems-Centered anything!

Anyone who wants to use SCT materials or the 
terms SCT or Systems-Centered, and who is not 

licensed, must apply for a Project License by 
contacting the trademark holders, Yvonne Agazarian 

or Susan Gantt (in SCTRI Director role).
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scTri in A nuTshEll

sctri rEporTs And updATEs

the organization
SCTRI is a volunteer organization. All roles (except 
Administrators) are filled with volunteer members who have 
time, energy and resources for the tasks. Working in an SCTRI 
Action Group is a learning environment for applying SCT in 
the service of task goals.

Board of Directors: Sets policy, oversees organizational 
direction, structure and function. This group meets twice 
yearly; selects, supports and guides the Director; and is made 
up of members at the advanced training level and beyond.

Director: Carries the organizational vision and values, oversees 
implementation, represents the organization to the larger world.

Associate Director: Keeps an eye on the overall activities and 
events within the organization and provides linkages among 
the Action Groups.

Research Director: Develops the research function with 
goals of fully integrating research into SCTRI and crossing the 
boundary to the larger world.

Steering Group: Implements policies and links Action 
Groups. Selected by and acts with the authority of the Board 
of Directors between its semi-annual meetings; meets weekly.

System Mentors: Keeps an eye on the overall functioning 
of SCTRI and system-centered training with the goal of 
maintaining the spirit and values of SCT. Mentors consult to 
members and Action Groups as needed.

Action Groups: Small groups of members carrying out 
specific aspects of the work of SCTRI.

Currently:  

Annual Conference

Continuing Education

Curriculum Development

European OD Conference

Finance

Fundraising

Newsletter

Research

Trainers

Web   

Administrators: Carry out organizational tasks under the 
supervision of the Director, Associate Director and the 
Steering Group.

Steering group
 In between the twice-yearly Board meetings, the Steering 
Group meets weekly to conduct the business of SCTRI. The 
Steering Group is currently experimenting with working as a 
smaller team. At our Board meeting in April two members, 
Michael Silverstein and Holly Johnson, resigned from the Steering 
Group, reducing the number of current members to three: Susan 
Gantt, Dorothy Gibbons, and Joy Luther. Our decision to try 
working as a smaller team was based on our discovery, over the 
past few years, that as we support the development of the various 
subsystems or work groups, more members are contributing their 
resources to the organization. As these groups develop expertise, 
we have also discovered that they are available to be a resource to 
the Steering Group when we are making decisions involving their 
area of work. 

 Our work in supporting new subsystems has had several 
successful outcomes recently. The Treasurer and the recently 
formed Finance Group provided us with increased objectivity as 
we finalized our annual budget. Both the Finance Group and the 
Treasurer made recommendations on how to reduce expenses, so 
that the organization could continue to operate within our budget, 
given the fact that our income during the 2010-2011 fiscal year 
did not meet last year’s projected amount. Over the summer, the 
CE group provided the Steering Group with valuable consultation 
regarding SCTRI’s 5-year reapplication for APA CE sponsorship 
– the program that allows us to offer CE credits for our training 
events.  

 In the spirit of supporting our “stream-lined” Steering Group, 
Board members have taken active roles in assisting the Steering 
Group with the Newsletter review, updating bylaws, research 
on applying for the European Union SCT trademark, with our 
membership drive, and getting SCT presentations on YouTube. 
 The Steering Group continues to meet monthly with 
Conference Co-Directors, and this year we have two Conference 
systems to consult with: the Annual Conference 2012 and the 
Organizational Development Conference in Sweden. We are 
finding that working with the Co-Directors of both Conferences 
adds a complexity and richness to the work, as the Co-Directors 
of Conference 2012 (Sven-Erik Viskari and Ray Haddock) and the 
OD Conference (Katarina Billman and Erika Ekedal) and Steering 
Group members often discover solutions to problems by using 
functional subgrouping. 
 The Steering Group has been vetting candidates for the 
Associate Director role. In consultation with Holly Johnson 
who pioneered this role and resigned in April, we have clarified 
the criteria for this role and have defined it as a two-year 
leadership training opportunity for a member who has completed 
the Authority Issue Group. The Associate Director takes up 
membership in the Board and in the Steering Group. The Steering 
Group is now pleased to announce that Mike Maher, MA, will 
be assuming the role very shortly. Congratulations Mike, and 
welcome aboard!
 The Steering Group wants to thank both Holly Johnson and 
Michael Silverstein for their work on the Steering Group over the 
past few years. Michael joined the Steering Group in 2006 and 
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we deeply appreciate his valuable contributions for 5 years as 
a Steering Group member. Holly was a member of the Steering 
Group in her Associate Director role for a year and a half, and we 
also want to thank her for her contributions during her tenure, as 
well as her generosity in helping the Steering Group with some of 
the Associate Director tasks as we managed her transition out of 
the role. 
 Our hope is that as we adjust to a smaller Steering Group, 
we will develop more of an oversight capacity, encouraging 
more members to get involved in the various work groups, 
and encouraging the work groups to continue to develop their 
expertise. In this way, both members and the organization can 
develop the resources that will help both the organization and its 
members to keep growing.

   -Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
Dorothy Gibbons (dorothygibbons2@yahoo.com) 

Joy Luther (joyluthersoffice@gmail.com)

annual conFerence 2012
 With pride and satisfaction we are pleased to invite you to 
participate in the 13th Annual International SCT Conference in 
San Francisco, April 14-20: “Emotional Intelligence for Real 
World Solutions: Methods for Change in Clinical, Educational 
and Organizational Contexts.”

 By this time our system has already completed an enormous 
amount of work towards making the next Conference a rich 
and enjoyable experience for all. Full Conference details and 
online registration are now available on the website (www.
systemscentered.com). Register before February 28 for reduced 
rates.
 Members have submitted a wide variety of proposals and we 
are particularly excited about the range of workshops highlighting 
applications of SCT in clinical practice, pastoral counseling, 
education, organizational development, mind-body therapy, 
SAVI, and interpersonal neurobiology. We also want to thank 
all those who submitted proposals for working with us on the 
new online system, giving feedback on the different realities and 
problems, and for being so patient when things did not work as 
well as hoped.  
 The 2012 Conference will give you an opportunity to learn 
and explore the leading edges and applications in systems-
centered thinking and its broad range of applications. This year’s 
theme bridges the theoretical and the practical in exploring how to 
develop systems-centered systems.
 The offerings range from theory to hands-on techniques, with 
training tracks and workshop choices for those wanting tools to 
apply in their work settings, and/or in-depth training in theory and 
practice. There is an increased range of advanced training tracks 
with the goal of providing a worthwhile professional and personal 
experience during this Conference week. 
 We do have a particular focus on the rich range of experience 
of those now working with SCT in applying this in a wide range 
of contexts and in making links with other models of change. 
 We know from feedback from previous attendees that 
participation in the Conference is more than just taking part 
in training and workshops, it is being a member of a living 
human system for a whole week that is a live experience of the 

application of the theory and methods giving a unique dimension 
to this training and learning event.
 Whether you are attending an SCT Conference for the first 
time or the 13th time, our program is designed to provide useful, 
rich and enjoyable experiences to help you discover new pathways 
towards influencing and building the systems in which we all live, 
work and play.
 We have a requests for you, our members: 
 Help us promote the Conference by telling your colleagues 
and friends about it. Most attendance at SCT events is based on a 
recommendation from those who have experienced previous SCT 
events and training.
  Looking forward to seeing you in San Francisco!

   -Ray Haddock (rayhad@doctors.org.uk)
   Sven-Erik Viskari (sven-erik.viskari@telia.com)

continuing eDucation
 A big round of applause for the Web Group, Steering 
Group, CE Group, Annual Conference Co-Directors and Program 
Planning Group, SCTRI Administrators, and Director, all of 
whom worked hard as a team to bring SCTRI into compliance 
with the more rigorously enforced APA CE Sponsor credentialing 
requirements. We have integrated them into our new online 
application form for training events at the Conference and 
elsewhere. It has been a busy six months. The Web Group was 
already in the process of developing the online Conference 
workshop proposal form when the need to update the CE criteria 
came to the forefront. This turned out to be an opportunity to 
integrate the two paths into an online form that is now very much 
up-to-date. With little time available due to various deadlines, we 
worked hard to subgroup by email, and got the job done. Many 
thanks to all of the members of the above mentioned groups for 
their quick responses, and hanging in there when the going got 
tough. We learned that subgrouping by email is do-able, but not 
recommended, as subtle differences are easy to miss, changes take 
place in the broader system between email communications, and 
integration is more difficult.

 Many thanks as well to the Conference Program Planning 
Group, and to all of the trainers and Conference presenters, 
who were faced with a new array of tasks in order to meet the 
updated requirements: the need to develop behaviorally oriented, 
observable learning objectives, expound on the value of an event 
for a professional audience, and cite relevant references created 
challenges at many levels, some that were stimulating to address, 
others not so much. As everyone gains experience with this new 
way of doing things, we expect smoother sailing in the future.

 The final result of these combined efforts is that the CE Group 
was able to use the updated materials to complete our application 
for renewal of our APA five-year sponsor approval status by the 
August 1st deadline. While we have some edge-of-the-unknown 
apprehension as we await the results, we are mostly confident this 
will come to pass.    

 -Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com) 
 Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com) 

Heather Twomey (heather.twomey@gmail.com)
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european oD conFerence - 2012
 The European OD Conference 2012 Planning Group 
continues its work with great enthusiasm. A flood of proposals hit 
the inbox during the last few days before the deadline, and now 
we have 27 proposals for the three-day Conference, which we in 
the Program Group are currently evaluating. It seems we will have 
a good smorgasbord!  The Marketing Group is already working 
on a marketing plan. We are forming a Social Events group next, 
followed by an Accommodations Group, and we already have 
some enthusiastic members willing to join these. Anyone who 
wants to join these groups would be very welcome! 

 With excitement,

 -Katarina Billman (katarina@billmanengquist.se)                                                                                     
Erika Ekedal (erika.ekedal@gmail.com)

FunDraiSing
 Since our last report, our Fundraising Action Group 
(FRAG) has been working on two fronts: reviewing the driving 
and restraining forces from our last fundraiser at the Annual 
Conference, and refining our group process. For example, we 
agreed to repeat the successful Heads or Tails game at the next 
Annual Conference in San Francisco, and to keep open the final 
bidding of the Auction at the party Thursday night.  In an effort 
to support our efficiency during telephone meetings - at least that 
is our hypothesis - our FRAG members are experimenting with 
taking on those roles that make use of our better developed skills 
(if the energy is present, so we don’t “stuff” an individual with 
a role).  We will reassess the outcome of our experiment at the 
end of December, and stay curious whether the information we 
collect is congruent with our expectation (or hypothesis).  If you 
are interested in becoming part of this experiment by joining our 
“FRAGettes” let us know!    

                        -Susan Beren (sberen@nyc.rr.com) 
Ganya Havens (ganyahavens@rcn.com) 
Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com) 

Elaine Pratt (pecat67@earthlink.net) 
Debby Zeigler (dzconsult@aol.com)

reSearch 
 Jale Punter reports from the United Kingdom that her team’s 
SYSTEMS project (Systems-centered Therapy for Enduring 
Mental illness Study- a proposal for a pilot randomized control 
study of a 12-week SCT intervention) was not awarded research 
funding in this year’s competition. However the team received good 
feedback from the reviewers. The learnings from the experience 
are the reality of a very competitive research context, and that 
the team has work to do to communicate to the research funding 
assessors the complexities in the field of group psychotherapy 
research. The project team will assess a resubmission bearing in 
mind the turbulent National Health Service context currently that 
makes research difficult to sustain.

 Rich O’Neill reports the publication of one research paper 
and the imminent publication of a second.  Congratulations to 
all the authors who worked so hard on these articles! The first 
paper is titled:  “Systems-Centered Functional Subgrouping 

Links the Member to the Group Dynamics and Goals: How-to 
and a Pilot Study.”  It was published in the journal: GROUP: The 
Journal of Eastern Group Psychotherapy Society.  The co-authors 
of this publication with Rich are Joshua M. Smyth and Michael J. 
MacKenzie. The second one is still being reviewed and we look 
forward to announcing its publication in the next Newsletter. 
Congratulations to all!

 Similarly, Verena Murphy has submitted two papers for 
publication which are currently being reviewed.  We look forward 
to announcing the successful publication of these two papers in the 
next Newsletter as well. Congratualtions Verena on getting so far 
in this arduous process! We hope that you will be receiving good 
news soon!

 For all three of us in the Research Action Group, research is 
a passion. We are currently supporting each other via e-mail, and 
we meet each year at the Annual Conference to report on our latest 
findings.  If you are curious about doing your own research, please 
join us!  

                       -Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com) 
Rich O’Neill (oneillr@upstate.edu)  

Jale Punter (jalepunter@doctors.org.uk)

york, uk 
 The Annual Systems-Centered Training Week is a vibrant 
event with three or four training tracks in September of each year.  
We have an international group of participants, with numbers 
ranging from 30-45 (though we hit over 70 this year!) It’s a 
place to have an intensive experience for four and a half days 
of your chosen track, with a group at the end of each day where 
participants from all tracks come together. 

 Foundation Training is open to everyone, new or experienced, 
and is led by Yvonne Agazarian. It combines theory, skills 
training, and a large experiential component. 

 The application of SCT in Organizations is the second track 
open to all, led by Susan Gantt.  This year’s focus was on role-
taking.  The group works on the members’ real-life working 
situations as well as learning theory, and reviewing their learning 
together by using the group process and functional subgrouping.

 Intermediate level tracks are open to people who already have 
a grounding in SCT.  This year there were two tracks.

 In Intermediate Skills Training, led by Ray Haddock, 
members consolidate their understanding of theory and practice 
core SCT skills, using video recording of practice sessions for 
analysis and feedback.  Intermediate Skills Training is a necessary 
building block for those interested in becoming a licensed SCT 
practitioner, but the track is open to people who have not yet 
decided to take that step.

 Mentor Training, led by Fran Carter, is the next step from 
Intermediate Skills, and is designed for people preparing to enter 
the Authority Issue Group - the next step towards licensure. 
Members work together to build their understanding of theory, 
enhance their skills and work on their own authority. The training 
lasts five and half days, starting a day before the other tracks.

 The location of the training is one of its attractions. York is 
one of the UK’s (actually, the world’s) most beautiful cities. The 
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area has evidence of human settlement from 6,000 years ago, 
and the city was established by the Romans in 43 AD. There are 
many buildings from medieval times, including York Minster (a 
cathedral), one of the finest medieval buildings in Europe, the city 
walls, and King’s Manor - where the SCT training takes place. 
King’s Manor is in the centre of this small city, close to public 
gardens bordering the river, with easy access to dozens of cafes 
and restaurants.  York is a safe and easy place to stay - you don’t 
need a car to get around.

 On Thursday night we have dinner in a local restaurant for 
anyone who wants to have a social evening with other participants.  
We are also thinking about organizing an evening walk round the 
city or a visit to some of York’s small pubs. We hope that you 
consider joining us next year!  

 -Juliet Koprowska (juliet.koprowska@york.ac.uk)

SvenSka Sct- Föreningen 
 The “Swedish SCT Association” continues its work to 
develop in a way that fits our resources. We have a small 
membership when it comes to numbers, yet at the same time we 
have a growing interest for SCT in Sweden. One sign of this is 
the numbers who have signed up for the SCT training group that 
meets and works in Swedish. At the moment there are around 
20 people who have signed up this autumn. The group meets for 
one day every second month in Stockholm, and is lead by Erika 
Ekedal and Sven-Erik Viskari.

 In our Association we are continuing to develop and find 
ways to interact with the membership in a way that is meaningful. 
One of the biggest challenges is to find a balance between all the 
wants we have, all the possibilities there are, and at the same time 
remain aware of what is possible!

 The Association is also very involved in organizing an SCT 
training workshop in Stockholm in January 2012, led by Susan 
Gantt. It has been an annual event for some years and a great 
opportunity to promote SCT in Sweden and also in the Nordic 
countries. (You are very welcome to join us for this training event, 
which will also give you a feel for Stockholm in the middle of our 
winter). The other big event that is around the corner is the SCT 
OD Conference in August 2012, where members of the Swedish 
Association are also involved. We have a positive prediction that 
this Conference will further interest in SCT in our part of the 
world.  

 Best regards to you all from Svenska SCT-Föreningen!  

-Sven-Erik Viskari (sven-erik.viskari@telia.com)

trainerS 
 The Trainers group has met twice since our last update to 
this Newsletter.  We met shortly after the Annual Conference in 
Atlanta and addressed the changes in leadership roles within SCT 
training, particularly relating to the 2012 Annual Conference. We 
were able to meet our goal of recommending staffing of trainings 
in a timely manner so that the Conference organizers are more 
easily able to put the giant jigsaw puzzle that is the Conference 
brochure into motion with an understanding of the leadership 

roles. Done! 

 Next year begins the new Authority Issue Group, the third 
training step within the intermediate training sequence.  Susan 
Gantt and Rich Armington will now be the co-leaders of this 
group as it begins with new trainees at Annual Conference 
2012.  As part of this change, the AIG meetings that are held in 
November of each year of the group’s life will meet in Atlanta 
rather than Philadelphia. 

 Directly related to the upcoming start of this new AIG (and 
its requirements of both Intermediate Skills and Mentor Training), 
there are two Mentor Trainings: a first level training, and a second 
level training in the intermediate training track for those interested 
in applying for the AIG. These groups formed in the fall of this 
year and are held in York and Philadelphia. 

 This change in leadership and membership of the AIG 
has a ripple effect in another training event: Ray Haddock and 
Dave Schwing will be taking up leadership of the training called 
“Advanced Training for Trainers” which is open to post-AIG 
members wishing to observe the work of the AIG and then process 
observations as a group with the co-leaders, Dave and Ray. This 
is a relatively new training, having had a successful inception 
with the last AIG. It is a powerful learning environment to further 
develop observational skills, track the development of the AIG 
over its 3-4 year life, as well as work in a small task group to 
further develop one’s group membership in an advanced training 
context. Please contact either co-leader if interested.  

 As you may know from other reports, our group makes room 
for the sharing of “innovations.” We had a good description and 
report of one such “innovation” from Ray Haddock.  He led a 
training for a group of UK psychiatric trainees, and interns (and 
USA residents). Ray introduced SCT techniques as part of a 
training for psychiatric residents in their learning about different 
forms of therapy. This constituted a six-session introduction to 
the SCT skills, practicing with each other and on themselves. 
He then used the Systemic Psychotherapy Psycho-educational 
booklet developed by Ray along with Yvonne Agazarian for work 
with patients. Sessions were all video- or audio-recorded, and 
sections of them were played in supervision, enabling all trainees 
to see driving and restraining forces in practice when using the 
techniques, which then leads to further coaching and undoing 
restraining forces. Despite considerable reservations about this 
initiative, it was a real driving force to see both how the patients 
actually learned the techniques, and felt their benefit, and also to 
see the trainees feeling surprised when things “worked.”

 With regard to our group’s reporting of innovations - we 
subgrouped around our experiences as trainers  when doing 
something new, and how useful it is to have a chance to bring it to 
this group for support and cross-fertilization, while also exploring 
the turbulence that invariably accompanies something new.  We 
want more of this! 

     -Rich Armington (armington@gmail.com)

web group 
 The web re-design project is moving along nicely. We’ve 
identified a web development designer who will be working with 
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us on a re-design of the website to make it easier to navigate to 
the information you want, more attractive with new graphics, 
and with improved functionality so users can do more through 
the website. The first phase will be a re-design of the public 
areas of the website – those pages geared toward people curious 
about SCT and people currently in training. The Members section 
and Annual Conference pages will be part of a future phase. In 
addition to better functionality, this first phase will include an 
enhanced colour scheme with updated menu tabs and graphics. 
We anticipate the first phase will be complete in January.

 By the time you receive this issue, the information for the 
2012 Annual Conference in San Francisco will have been posted 
to the website! If you haven’t visited the website recently, now is 
a great time to take a look at the wealth of information available 
about the program and to register online at the reduced rates for 

early registration. Soon you will also have access to the European 
OD Conference program details.

 We also welcome Tom Carmichael to the Web Group! Tom 
is working closely with Roelof Langman in a shared technical 
project manager role to take on some of the maintenance work. 
Tom’s role is a paid role and he comes to us from “outside” 
SCTRI, providing a functional view of how non-members see the 
website.  

  -Chetan Borkhetaria (cborkhetaria@gmail.com) 
Tom Carmichael (tomcarmichael@hotmail.co.uk) 

   Rowena Davis (rowenadavis@btinternet.com)             
Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com)  

Roelof Langman (roelof.langman@gmail.com) 
Dave Schwing (dave.schwinglcswgmail.com)

mEmbErs Forum
Recent Publication
Gantt, S.P. (2011). Functional subgrouping and the systems-
centered approach to group therapy. In J. Kleinberg (Ed.), The	
Wiley-Blackwell	handbook	of	group	psychotherapy	(pp. 113-138). 
Oxford, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  
 
The handbook is “a user-friendly guide of best practice for leading 
groups in various settings and with different populations, which 
incorporates the latest developments in today’s mental health 
marketplace.” To see the table of contents and buy the book, go 
to the Wiley website at www.wiley.com. Also available through 
amazon.com in hard cover and for Kindle. 

Recent Workshops
Chapel Hill
Newly licensed SCT practitioners Norma Safransky and Susan 
Beren presented a workshop titled “Functional	 Subgrouping:	
An	 Innovative	Method	 for	Resolving	Conflict” at the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill as part of the School of Social 
Work’s Clinical Lecture Series on Nov. 14. The lecture was 
co-sponsored by the North Carolina Center for Excellence in the 
Prevention of Youth Violence.
 
NCGPS
Susan Gantt led a workshop at the Northern California Group 
Psychotherapy Society’s annual Fall Event titled “Systems-
Centered	Group	Therapy:	Building	a	Group	System	that	Lowers	
Scapegoating	 and	 Supports	 Change.” More than 85 people 
attended the workshop on Nov. 12 with another 20 on the waiting 
list.
 
Philadelphia
Robert Hartford and Dorothy Gibbons led the 3-day Fall Workshop 
“Building	 a	 Systems-Centered	 Group” at the Racquet Club in 

Philadelphia November 11-13. It was a successful weekend 
building a foundation level group with 9 people including a 
container training. The group worked at the foundation level 
moving from explaining to exploring and weakening the early 
phase restraining forces to allow for several transformations 
throughout the weekend.
 
Austin
Rich Armington recently led a low cost two-day SCT group 
training in Austin for the AGPS (local group society) for students 
and new professionals. The focus was on functional subgrouping 
as a way to build a group from the “bottom-up” by emphasizing 
joining on similarity of resonance. More to follow in the next 
Newsletter, particularly a description of the challenge of having 
a group actually say “good-bye” after a deeply connecting 
experiential weekend together.

SCT’s Functional Subgrouping cited in widely viewed journal 
article on scapegoating

For the last 12 months, Moreno’s 2007 article on scapegoating 
- which includes an example of using functional subgrouping to 
lower scapegoating - was in the “ten most linked” of all Guilford 
Press articles out of more than 700,000 articles. [Moreno, J.K. 
(2007). Scapegoating in group psychotherapy. International	
Journal	of	Group	Psychotherapy, 57(1), 93-104. doi: 10.1521/
ijgp.2007.57.1.93]
 
A brief excerpt from the article:
“As initiated by Agazarian (1992) and now embraced by others 
(Agazarian & Janoff, 1993; Kaye, 1990), functional subgroup-
ing is a technique in which the leader identifies two or more 
members who share similar thoughts, feelings, behaviors, or 
wishes. This intervention is particularly useful for mitigating 
projective identification and scapegoating insofar as no one is 
left holding all the group’s luggage” (Moreno, 2007, p. 98.)”
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SYStEMS-cENtErED® trAiNiNG
EVENtS AND WOrKSHOPS

Training Opportunities This Winter/Spring
sysTEms-cEnTErEd TrAining Workshops - sTockholm

January 16-19: 2 Workshops with tracks in Foundation, intermediate,
OD and container training

scT AnnuAl conFErEncE – sAn FrAncisco
institute: April 14-15 • conference: April 16-20

sysTEms-cEnTErEd & sAvi Workshops - london
June 11-14

Details and registration forms available on the web at
www.systemscentered.com 

More inside…


