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From the Director
Summer Greetings!
On the doorstep of our first SCTRI-sponsored Conference (August 29-31 in 

Stockholm) dedicated to applying SCT with organizations, it seems timely to review the 
development of SCT organizational practice. Though SCT was first applied in the clinical 
realm and with group psychotherapy in particular, organizational applications were not 
far behind. In fact, SCT emerged as Yvonne Agazarian integrated insights from group 
dynamics research in organizations with clinical work based on psychodynamics and 
psychoanalytic theory. 

In an organizational context, the goal is to develop one’s capacity to take membership 
in the organization to support the organizational goals. In contrast, the goal in clinical 
contexts is to develop the member of the person system so that the person can take 
membership more easily in their life. This difference has led to a strong emphasis in 
organizational work on the SCT model of role, goal and context. In team development, 
SCT focuses on weakening the restraining forces relevant to the phase of the team’s 
development which releases the inherent driving forces. In organizations, functional 
subgrouping is used not only to explore each side when considering options but also in 
decision making to explore and integrate the two sides of every conflict or decision.  

SCT training to apply SCT in organizations started in the 1990’s with a series of Austin workshops on organizational practice 
led by Yvonne Agazarian, and later by me. Supported by Christer Sandahl, Yvonne also established SCT in organizational work 
in Sweden a number of years ago, seeding what is today a vibrant area of SCT practice in organizations throughout Europe. 
Today, there is an organizational applications track at our Annual Conference and SCT organizational workshops annually 
in Stockholm and London as well as the array of training that takes place inside all the “client” organizations to which we 
consult. And not surprisingly, since it has been a center of SCT training now for 20 years, the University of York has sponsored 
an organization-focused training track, which I have led, and mentor training led by Fran Carter, which tested applying SCT 
protocols with organizational clients. SAVI training has also been widely applied in organizations, allowing consultants to map 
the communication patterns in work groups and diagnose the phase of development.

Our early SCT journals (1996-97) had several articles applying SCT to organizations. In 1998, Yvonne and Berj Philibossian 
published the first chapter on SCT in the edited book, The Psychodynamics of Leadership. There are at least six other articles in 
applying SCT to organizations published since then, some in academic journals, and including one in an edited book in memory 
of Joan Hemenway where I wrote about using systems-centered methods to develop a clinical pastoral team. In 2005, Yvonne 
and I edited the first SCT book on organizational applications, SCT in Action, a collection of articles by SCT members. SCT is 
also visible inside of other approaches like Sandra Janoff’s publications on Future Search. 

Knowing I will be leaving someone out, it also seems important to note the formal and informal contributions made by 
Fran Carter, Beulah Trey, Claude Marchessault, Martin Ekberg, Anna-Lena Sundlin, Sven-Erik Viskari, Maria Åkerlund, 
Curt Enquist, Eva Birgerson, Mike Maher, Annie MacIver and Rowena Davis in supporting the development of SCT in its 
organizational practice.  

Importantly, and most recently, Erika Ekedal and Katarina Billman have taken the role of Co-Directors of our new SCTRI 
Conference on organizational applications of SCT, pioneering this vital leadership role. 

And finally, appreciation to all SCTRI members, as since our inception in 1995, all of us have taken on the task of applying 
SCT theory and methods in our work as an organization of volunteers. This “experiment,” as we fondly call it, has yielded 
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important learning that has indeed developed our understanding 
of how to apply SCT in organizational practice. In fact, taking 
membership in our SCTRI work groups has become an important 
training ground itself for learning to take task and process leadership 
and to use an SCT meeting structure. 

This is an exciting time for us, launching our first SCT 
organizational conference, building on the shoulders of many, many 
members of SCTRI who have been working for years applying and 
learning how to use SCT in organizations both inside SCTRI and in 
organizational practice in the larger world.

 
-Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)

From the eDitor
Dear Members,
As the days lengthen into summer, I hope that you are finding 

time to feed your hearts with the love of family and friends!
I also hope that what you hold in your hands will be a feast for 

your inquiring mind. 
This summer’s SCT News begins with Yvonne Agazarian’s 

Emerging Theory section. The section starts with Yvonne’s opening 
address to the members of the AGPA Institute, 2012. I believe that 
you will find this to be as succinct and approachable a summary of 
SCT theory and practice as you will find anywhere. I thoroughly 
enjoyed it, and hope that you will as well. Yvonne’s section continues 
with several short pieces on topics as varied as the new Frustration/
Aggression Sequence to Eleven Suggested Training Goals for SCT 
Workshops. These shorter pieces will give you a window into our 
founder’s most recent thoughts and reflections.  

On to Theory, Research and Application. This section begins 
with a very interesting and relevant article by Merete Brantbjerg on 
working with low energy and withdrawal. In this article she brings 
her considerable knowledge and experience as a body-oriented 
psychotherapist in the Bodynamic tradition, to bear on the new SCT 
protocol for working with low energy and withdrawal. As a body-
oriented psychotherapist myself, I found her description of how low 
energy is a defensive strategy to be fascinating. Next, we have an 
article from Jon McCormick about the uses of SCT in professional 
training groups. In this erudite and elegant article, Jon goes over both 
the history of group work in professional settings as a training tool, 
and his own experience using SCT in a training group for psychology 
interns at New York City Hospital. In Jon’s experience, the use of 
SCT in a training group has been a “perfect” match. Next, Larry 
Ladden has written a piece on Contemplative Group Dynamics. As a 
member of the first workshop that he offered in Atlanta at Conference 
2011, I found that this article brought me back to his approach 
to integrating Mindfulness practice and SCT with great clarity. 
Given all of the recent research into the extraordinary impact that 
Mindfulness practice has on both psychological and neurobiological 
healing, you will not want to miss this article. The section ends with a 
very funny and poignant vignette from Michael Maher. In his article, 
Mike chronicles a “near miss” during an SCT consult with a social 
services agency in England. His piece, called The Ambush, had me 
laughing out loud!

I also want to call your attention to a new section called 
Surprises and Learnings from Conference 2012. This section was 
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opening plenary aDDress For 
the institutes at the annual 
meeting oF the american group 
psychotherapy association 

Introduction by Paul Cox, Co-Chair of the AGPA Annual 
Meeting Committee, March 6, 2012, New York City

 Dr. Yvonne Agazarian is the founder of the Systems-
Centered Training and Research Institute. She has developed 
the Theory of Living Human Systems and its system-centered 
practice. She teaches, trains, and supervises System-centered 
therapists internationally. She is a Clinical Professor at Adelphi 
University and practices in Philadelphia. 

 She co-authored The Visible and Invisible Group in 1981 
and wrote System-Centered Therapy for Groups in 1997. In 
that same year, she was awarded the Group Psychologist of the 
Year from the American Psychological Association- Division 
49. They noted, 

 “She exemplifies the finest in scholarship in the discipline 
of psychology. As a group psychologist, she has contributed to 
expanding our knowledge of the boundaries between clinical 
and social psychology with the investigation of living human 
systems and systems-centered group and individual therapy. 
Her considerable body of work illustrates the highest blend of 
creativity and learning.

 In 2000, she co-authored with Susan Gantt- Autobiography 
of A Theory, followed by System-Centered Practice - Selected 
Papers on Group Psychotherapy in 2006. In that same year, 
Dr. Agazarian was awarded the Distinguished Life Fellow 
by the American Group Psychotherapy Association. She has 
authored many articles, blending theory with clinical data 
in a manner that conveys both her commitment to scientific 
methodology and the capacity to describe the group process 
with great clarity. 

 Perhaps Dr. Anne Alonso’s commentary on Dr. 
Agazarian’s work best summarizes the respect and admiration 
Dr. Agazarian commands:

 “Dr. Agazarian has done what few of us have dared. She 
has developed, watered, weeded, and grown her own theory of 
systems and groups, and woven her work into a broad-based 

training environment that spans the globe. We could ask for no 
better gift to the Organization, or for all of us trying to know 
and help people in groups.”  

 For those of us who have had the privilege of participating 
as a member in one or more of Dr. Agazarian’s institutes, open 
sessions, and workshops here at the AGPA, few have come 
away without some new learning that has served to promote 
both personal and professional growth. We want to thank Dr. 
Agazarian for all she has given to our organization and field 
and are delighted to have her inaugurate this year’s institute.  

 The following talk is reprinted from the International 
Journal of Group Psychotherapy, October Issue, 2012, with 
permission.

Words to the Members of the AGPA 2012 Institute
By Yvonne M. Agazarian

 Today I have the privilege of talking to you before you 
go into your Institutes. What I want to talk to you about is 
the systems-centered practice that we have developed from 
my Theory of Living Human Systems. I say “we” because in 
the process of putting my ideas into practice I have led many 
institutes with members who didn’t quite know what they 
were getting into. As every year I had taken another step in 
developing my own approach, I didn‘t quite know what I was 
getting into either!  So about 50 years of Institutes are a very 
large part of the “we.”

 Another other part of “we” is the training groups I have 
led over the years. The members of these groups put up with a 
lot of changes in my thinking from psychodynamic, to group-
as-a-whole, to systems! 

 And another part of “we” is AGPA itself, which has 
supported me in spite of my very different views, some of 
which could clash quite badly with the accepted approaches 
to working with groups. A few years ago, AGPA expressed 
appreciation for my work and honored me with a Distinguished 
Fellowship. I was astonished, moved and very, very proud. 
It is thus that I am also very proud to be asked to talk to you 
today. 

 Before I move on, I want to touch base with those of you 
here who are also theoreticians. Perhaps you, like me, don’t 
have a choice, you have to develop theory. And perhaps also, 

EmErging ThEory by yvonnE AgAzAriAn

developed by Roelof Langman. Perhaps hearing from other 
Conference attendees will help you to consolidate your own 
surprises and learnings from Conference 2012. Let us know!

 Speaking of Roelof, we are extremely happy to 
welcome him on board the newsletter team in the role 
of Assistant Editor. The exact nature of this role is still 
emerging. We will keep you posted!

 Finally, of course we have the usual Reports and 
Updates from all of the various action groups throughout the 

organization. These notes from each group will help you keep 
your finger on the pulse of what is happening in SCTRI. 

 Lastly, I want to thank the Newsletter team; Bettie 
Banks, Connie Robinson, Jale Punter, Verena Murphy, Roelof 
Langman, Kathy Lum and Jan Vadell. As always, working 
with you is a privilege and a pleasure!

 Until our paths cross again, I wish you much peace, 
joy and wisdom in every aspect of your lives

-Michael Robbins (michaelrobbins@rcn.com) 
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you don’t know where it comes from; all you know is that you 
have no choice – however much you may annoy the people 
around you with your differences. If you have that kind of 
experience, I am in your subgroup!  My advice to you is to get 
a subgroup!

 In this talk, I’m going to tell you how my systems 
orientation started, and how it developed, and what you just 
might see a little differently when you go into your own groups 
over these next two days. 

 My university career was a balancing act between two 
polar opposites. I was earning my doctorate in group dynamics 
at Temple University and my Psychoanalytic Certificate at 
the Psychoanalytic Studies Institute in Philadelphia. When, in 
1962 we had a fire in our building, I left with Cartwright and 
Zander’s Group Dynamics in one hand and Freud in the other 
- but I left my diamond ring behind!  

 Dave Jenkins, who had studied with Lewin, was the 
head of our Group Dynamics Department and, like Lewin, 
was essentially a researcher. It was to him I went with great 
indignation saying that it was impossible to do group research 
when there was no common language for both the group and its 
members - when one had to use psychodynamic language for 
individuals and group dynamic language for groups. Dave said 
– “well Yvonne, you’d better develop one.” “Fine” I thought, 
thinking I’d do it for my term paper... That was in 1962. My 
book with my solution to this problem, Systems-Centered 
Therapy for Groups, finally came out in 1997!  

 It was in an AGPA institute led by Helen Durkin in the 
1980’s  that I discovered systems theory and then she accepted 
me into her General Systems Theory Committee where I 
was lucky to work with some of our best thinkers in AGPA: 
Andy Beck, Don Brown, Jim Durkin, Bernie Frankel and my 
mentor Jay Fidler. When, after Helen’s death, the committee 
disbanded, Jay said to me “well Yvonne – we didn’t manage to 
translate systems theory into practice – so you’d better do it.” 

 Len Horwitz, another mentor and great friend, also singled 
me out. “I thought we’d have done this by now” he said “but 
we haven’t – so you better finish developing a systems theory 
and put it into practice.” There it was again. Could I?

Theory
 Let me turn to theory now. As most of you probably 

already know, a theory is built out of words. The words for ours 
are: the theory of living human systems defines a hierarchy of 
isomorphic systems that are energy-organizing, goal-directed 
and self-correcting. 

 The next important step is to define each one of these 
words. As soon as we have defined them – we can make an 
operational definition for each one. Operational definitions 
lead to hypotheses and hypotheses lead to testing in the real 
world. 

Field Research
 This is the advantage of a theory-driven system. It allows 

every intervention in systems-centered therapy to serve as 
a hypothesis that is being tested, which means that if the 
intervention takes us in the direction it was meant to, we’ve 
both validated the theory and the reliability of its practice. If it 
doesn’t – then there is something wrong with the theory or its 

practice. In this sense, Systems-centered therapists are always 
doing field research!

Isomorphy
 For us therapists, one of the useful things about seeing 

living human systems comes from understanding the word 
isomorphy. Isomorphy means equivalence in structure and 
function for all systems in a hierarchy. This introduces a most 
exciting idea.

 What is exciting is that once one discovers methods 
for influencing the structure of any one system, those same 
methods will also work in every other system in the hierarchy. 
For example, whatever one learns about how to promote 
appropriate boundary permeability to information in one 
system, those same methods will also work in every other 
system. The same is true for system function. Whatever one 
learns about how the person system functions will also apply 
to the member system and the subgroup system and the system-
as-a-whole. What is more, as the subgroup system shares its 
boundaries with the member system and the group-as-a-whole, 
interventions to the subgroup system probably have the greatest 
impact on the development of the group and its members.

 So I’m now going to say what I think may be the most 
useful application of a systems approach, which you may want 
to take into your institutes with you. Looking through systems 
eyes, you do not have to take groups personally. More than 
that you do not have to take yourself or others personally! And 
taking things just personally is probably the greatest source of 
discomfort for us human beings because as soon as we do, we 
lose awareness that there is a whole other world around us that 
is not us! 

Four Systems
 From a systems-centered perspective, when we join a 

group we have roles in four different systems: person, member, 
group-as-a-whole and (intermittently) subgroups. And each 
one of these systems takes us into a different world. So, if 
you go into your institute with a sense of systems, you will be 
having four different and co-existing experiences to learn from 
and four different contexts to learn about.

 Person system. As a person system your system context is 
yourself. As a person system, your goal is the development of 
you. You won’t develop if you take yourself just personally, 
we can all already do that. Seeing yourself from a systems 
perspective you can think about yourself as a person system, 
discover what it means to take membership in your self, discover 
how subgroups form and reform inside you into different 
internal role systems, and how your own developmental work 
changes you as a developing system-as-a-whole. It is your 
person system that will learn from your member system, your 
subgroup systems and your group system-as-a-whole. And it 
is your person system that has all the energy for change. The 
challenge is to make it available to all the other systems in the 
hierarchy.

 Member system. As soon as we join a group, we become 
a member. In SCT your group member system is different 
from your person system. As a member system the goal is to 
contribute to the development of the group. When members 
respond to the here-and-now of a group they develop new roles 



to solve the group challenges. But when they import old roles 
from the past, they are likely to trigger others to joining them 
with reciprocal old roles, thus importing role-locks into the 
group. This one membership discrimination between past and 
present has a significant impact on how the membership norms 
develop in the group. You can tell the difference when you or 
the group do the same thing over and over, and when you do 
something new!

 The Group is a system-as-a-whole. Relating to the Group-
as-a-whole is a different experience from relating to your 
member or to your person. As a member of the group the 
goal is to build the norms that support a supportive learning 
environment so that all system goals can be met. 

 Subgroup subsystems. Subgroups are those transitory 
systems that come into existence when members join around 
a common theme and disappear again when members are 
no longer having something in common. Discovering how 
subgroups could become a driving force is perhaps SCT’s 
most important contribution to group. One of our theoretical 
convictions is that systems survive, develop and transform 
through the process of discriminating and integrating 
differences. Theoretically, we could see that this was a very 
good idea. For example, recognizing and accepting differences 
would solve the human tendency to ignore or attack those who 
hold a difference instead of seeing what we have in common 
with them, so that we can join them.

 From early in my work, I had been looking for a solution 
to the tendency that all groups seemed to have of creating 
the identified patient in the flight phase and the scapegoat 
in the fight phase. Then I suddenly saw an unseen obvious: 
scapegoating in groups is a subgrouping phenomenon! 

 The question then became, how could I influence subgroups 
so that they could be used to put the theory into practice?  
The answer turned out to be what we now call Functional 
Subgrouping. Subgrouping functionally reverses the tendency 
to split around differences and fight over them and substitutes 
methods that enable members to join around their similarities 
and explore them. The solution is as simple as changing the 
tendency to split by saying ‘yes-but’ and building on what each 
other says instead with a “yes-and.”

Functional Subgrouping
 How to subgroup functionally is easy to learn. All you 

need to do is join the person who spoke last with something 
similar enough to what was said so that he or she feels heard. 
(With functional subgrouping members rarely get dropped!) 
Next, you build on the others’ ideas with your own. When you 
have said what you want to say, you look to the group and ask 
‘anyone else’. The group then knows that you have finished 
saying what you want to say and that their job is now to reflect 
what you said, before building on it in their turn. 

  Sooner or later, a member will have a difference. 
Then, the member who holds the difference asks the group if 
there is room for it. If there is not, and the subgroup has more 
work to do, then the group will ask them to hold the difference 
until later. If on the other hand the group is ready, it says so, 
and the member bringing in the difference is assured that the 
group will be listening. As the group builds on the difference, 

a new subgroup forms. 
 Functional subgrouping is functional! When a subgroup 

joins around similarities it is easier for the members to accept 
and integrate just noticeable differences within. As differences 
are integrated, the system itself develops more complexity. 
As different subgroups integrate various group differences, 
so there comes a point in time when the similarities between 
the subgroups outweigh the differences. When that happens, 
integration has taken place in the group-as-a-whole. The 
process of discriminating and integrating differences is both a 
sufficient and necessary condition for group development.

 Functional subgrouping is useful in avoiding the identified 
patient or scapegoat phenomena. As soon as the impulse to 
‘take care of” a member surfaces (which it will) one can ask 
if there is a subgroup that would like to explore the impulse to 
rescue or one that would like to explore the wish to be rescued 
(thus giving the identified patient a subgroup to work in!). A 
similar question is useful if a group starts to scapegoat and a 
subgroup can explore the impulse to attack or fear of being 
attacked. 

 Incidentally, there is a quick and easy way to spot when a 
group is setting up a role. When most of the members of the 
group talk to one particular member instead of each other, there 
is a visible communication pattern (called the communication 
pattern to deviant, or ‘the fan’). The advantage of watching 
communication patterns is that they are clearly a group system 
function. This indicates that the creation of a group role, like 
the identified patient or scapegoat, is a group dynamic. Many 
members may volunteer for the role, but the group only elects 
one!  

Phases of Group Development
 I am now going to turn to how SCT’s conceptualizes the 

Phases of System Development. Many of you may already 
have recognized that there does seem to be an observable 
sequence of phases of development that are common to all 
groups. SCT relies on this sequence to systematically modify 
defenses that are inherent to each phase. In SCT, we see 
defenses as restraining forces to development! And just as the 
group-as-a-whole norms legislate what we can do or not do in 
a group, so each phase of development also determines what 
restraining forces we can undo and what restraining forces we 
are not ready to undo yet. 

 Flight. SCT continues to establish norms early in the phase 
of flight. Thus SCT modifies anxiety almost immediately 
before the group develops norms around the defensive ways 
we all use to manage our anxiety. In new groups, the tendency 
to move into familiar social behavior is also interrupted before 
it can establish itself. Some of the methods that SCT uses are 
quite simple - for example, social communication contains a lot 
of vagueness, intellectualization, redundancy and the concealed 
contradictions in a “yes-but.” By encouraging members to be 
specific instead of general, to use ‘yes-and’ instead of ‘yes-but’ 
and to explore their experience instead of explain it (which 
prevents the tendency to automatic story-telling).

 Transition from Flight to Fight. In SCT there are specific 
methods for systematically reducing restraining forces in 
each phase of the group system. For example, in SCT, in 
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the transition phase between flight and fight, the depressive 
subgroup learns to recognize that turning their retaliatory 
impulse in on themselves results in depression, whereas 
turning it out allows the group to de-condition fear of anger.

 Fight. In the fight phase, the ability not to take each other’s 
aggression just personally is established. (In SCT, aggression 
is understood as energy for managing frustrations, and outrage 
and tantrum as a defense against the life force in aggression.) 

 Role Locks. In the phase in which members tend to pair 
into role-locks, members discover how person-centered roles 
from the past induce others to retreat into reciprocal personal 
roles that distract from the group present. The inevitable role-
locks that develop for people where there is a good match 
for their repetition compulsion are reduced by developing 
impersonal feedback which is the ability to hear feedback as 
information and to not take it as personal criticism. 

 Experiencing the energy in aggression and the freedom 
from old roles typically develops a good supportive climate 
among members, so supportive that the members are free to 
explore their underlying conviction that the only problem 
with the group is the leader (called the authority issue). It 
is in working on their authority issues that the group and its 
members discover their own authority.

 The Authority Issue. In newer groups, the authority issue 
can be fun. For example, in a recent workshop, it started 
when one member looked at me and said “you are no spring 
chicken.” The group enthusiastically joined him, and in no time 
at all developed their fantasy; they had me in a pot with carrots 
and celery, and were dancing around the fire with great glee, 
chanting a cooking song. There was a big release of energy, 
and the group made the transition into the Intimacy phase with 
a lot of energy for work. 

 The Crisis of Hatred. As many of you know, however, 
the crisis of hatred is based on deep social dynamics, which 
it takes group development over time to explore. Group after 
group will reinvent the killing and eating of the leader to give 
them strength and establish their survival. And as many of 
you therapists know – it is very important (though sometimes 
difficult) not to take their crisis of hatred personally! 

 The crisis of hatred is the fulcrum event that allows 
the group to transition into the Phase of Intimacy. It is 
important to SCT to deflect any tendency to become fixated 
in a gratifying intimacy before the energy in aggression and 
the de-idealizations have taken place. Enchantment is very 
gratifying, but not at the cost of maturity.

 The Intimacy phase. It is in the intimacy phase that 
separation/individuation work is done. In SCT groups, 
members can identify their own challenges in the process of 
separation/individuation by observing their subgrouping style. 
Members who tend to join every subgroup that comes along 
also tend to have difficulty separating, while those members 
for whom no subgroup is quite right tend to have difficulty 
individuating. Separation/individuation is dependent upon 
seeing the differences in the apparently similar and similarities 
in the apparently different.

 The Work phase. By the time the group reaches the work 
phase in SCT, members are mostly familiar with the different 

ways that they get in their own way, and can work, relying on 
each other to modify restraining forces as they come up.

 Phases of development follow a specific sequence overall, 
which does not mean that groups don’t briefly experience 
phases out of sequence. It is this phenomenon which allows 
members of one-day or two-day workshops to have a taste of 
all the phases.

 For example, there was a one day workshop in England 
where the group had a good experience in the work phase. 
Before lunch, one subgroup was concerned that they did not 
understand how one could free oneself from lifetime patterns 
of behavior that kept them in their old roles, and a different 
subgroup could not see how they would ever understand the 
group-as-a-whole as a system. 

 After lunch, the group surfaced a fantasy of being different 
animals coming together around a watering hole. As the 
fantasy built, so members got more and more into their animal. 
As the members fantasied about all being together around the 
water hole, there was an astonishing moment when a member 
(who had not been able to join the fantasy) exclaimed “Oh my 
goodness, my hand has become a paw! No, really, I mean it, 
but I don’t know what animal it belongs to!  Oh! Oh yes I do. 
I’m a bear!” She became solid in her chair and looked just like 
a bear to me! She had been working on an old role in which she 
took so much responsibility for groups that she could hardly 
‘bear’ it. Then she said: “I’m not at this watering hole all alone! 
“My bear is not the only one who is responsible. I’ve got a 
subgroup!”   

 “Me too” said another member. He had been recognizing 
his timidity and fear of speaking up in the group, using a very 
soft voice and looking very small in his chair. But, at the 
watering hole he was fully in his chair – he looked big, had a 
presence that couldn’t be discounted. “Oh my god,” he said. 
“I’m a lion! I’m a lion and I have a roar… I have a big roar 
inside me. I’m here. I’m to be reckoned with”. I believed him. 

 Then a third member spoke up. She had been unable to get 
the concept of the group as a system, simply could not see it. 
She was a tall, thin woman, and I had wondered if she sat in 
a way to make herself look smaller. But now she was sitting 
tall, and looking around the group with great interest. “I’m a 
giraffe” she announced. “I can see you all around the watering 
hole – and we are a system!”

 Groups are marvelous. And endlessly surprising. I have 
spent my life thinking about groups and translating them into 
systems. I wouldn’t have it any other way – and I hope many 
of you feel the same. And I hope you have a great Institute.

please note the new 
Frustration-aggression 
sequence

This is influenced by Patrick de Maré’s work, where he 
disagrees with Freud and says the adversary to Eros (the life 
force) is not Thanatos (the death instinct) but Ananke (realty). 

Below is the protocol for reaching reality.
Frustration arouses aggression and rage. If one personalizes 

the frustrating event, one gets outrage. Outrage breeds sadism 
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and righteousness. If it continues to be personalized, it is acted 
out in words or deeds or acted in, in guilt and depression.

If one then explores the retaliatory, sadistic impulse instead 
of acting it out or in, one will discover the full experience of 
rage in the body and discover underneath the rage is grief.

When one lives deeply in the grief, one comes to an 
existential understanding, accepting what one cannot change 
and changing what one can.

the letter oF the law anD the 
spirit oF the law 

The letter of the law requires you to practice the protocols 
until you know them by heart. Once you know them by heart, 
you can start practicing them with heart. As you practice the 
letter of the law with heart, you will find that you spontaneously 
start adjusting your words to attune to your self – and that is 
the spirit of the law. 

You will learn how to follow the spirit of the law first with 
yourself, and then, when you are qualified to use the protocols 
with others, you will not have to be thinking about how to 
say it right. (The letter of the law and left brain are inevitably 
misattuned.)

eleven suggesteD training 
goals For sct workshops 

Feedback about these potential training goals would be 
appreciated: particularly if you see any further goals that you 
could suggest might be included.

1. To introduce the group to functional subgrouping as a 
method for discriminating and integrating differences rather 
than scapegoating them. 

2. To introduce the communication pattern to deviant.
3. To introduce the SCT protocols for reducing restraining 

forces. 
4. To introduce the group to the feedback method of the 

force field.
5. To introduce the entropic impact of redundancy, 

ambiguity and contradictions to the probability of the transfer 
of information contained in the communication channel. 
(Shannon & Weaver, 1964)

 6. To outline the contexts of four systems in the Hierarchy 
of Living Human Systems – person, member, subgroup and 
system as-a-whole.

 7. To introduce the idea that groups induce members to 
take on the roles that solve underlying group issues, and the 
role induction of members into role-locks. 

8. To introduce the concept that as system contexts change, 
the role of the member that connects to the goal of the system 
also changes, and thus the role behaviors that meet criteria 
for membership in one system change when the boundary is 
crossed to another system. 

 9. To introduce the group to the phases of system 
development, adapted from the original work of Bion (1959) 
and Bennis & Shepard (1956). 

10. To introduce the idea that specific restraining forces 
are nested within each phase of system development. This thus 

determines readiness for change on the one hand, and on the 
other hand builds the skills that determine readiness for the 
next phase. This also reduces the risk of regression, fixation 
and over-loading of information that results in decompensation. 

11. To discriminate between group structure and function 
and to recognize that in a hierarchy of isomorphic systems, 
change at any one level changes the dynamics at all system 
levels. 
References
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FounDation manual  
The latest SCT Foundation Manual is ready for you to 

download (details of how to download are below). As you 
know all too well, SCT is a work in progress. The newer 
understandings emerging from our work in SCT are included 
in this latest version of the manual. 

There are two things that I want to draw your attention to. 
The first is that change is only intellectual unless the people 
doing the protocol together are in resonance and attunement. 
This is sometimes difficult when one is learning the protocols, 
and while learning there is a tendency to skew towards the 
letter of the law, rather than to its spirit. Do your best to do 
the rote learning by yourself, practicing with yourself or with 
friends, until you feel the spirit and can work with the person 
as well as the protocol. 

The protocol that addresses this directly is the compassion 
exercise, which shifts the person’s attention from compassion 
for the self to the internal experience that the person has 
compassion for. You will often find, for yourself and working 
with others, that when you live fully in the internal experience, 
you apprehend how to manage the real world frustrations that 
are distressing you. SCT tends to think that what happens 
is that the person accesses the existential energy that exists 
everywhere, and is not boundaried within ourselves.

The second issue that I want to address is that of 
neurobiology. Many of you are studying the new findings 
about the brain, and I hope that these findings will deepen 
your understanding of how, when you change your mind, you 
change your brain, and newer pathways compete with the old 
addictive habits. This is why the protocols have been designed. 
You will find this issue addressed in the last item in all the 
protocols: ‘change your mind to change your brain’. 

Last but not least, if you would like a script of a long 
OD consult, you will see how long it sometimes takes before 
someone is actually ready to be able to cooperate with the spirit 
of the protocol. If you want a copy, E-mail me at Agazarian@
aol.com and I’ll send it to you. 

All SCTRI members now have access to the latest SCT 
Foundation Manual (2011). You can download a single copy in 
pdf form for your personal use from the website at www.
systemscentered.com. Please limit yourself to the one copy 
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working with low energy/
withDrawal

-Merete Brantbjerg (moaiku@brantbjerg.dk)

A relatively new protocol is now part of the SCT Foundation 
manual: “The Low Energy/Withdrawal Protocol.” 
 The method I developed and that inspired this protocol 
is called Resource Oriented Skill Training. It is rooted in 
the Bodynamic* tradition that has been in the field of body 
psychotherapy for 30 years. One of the specialties of this 
approach is knowledge about giving up and collapse as 
defensive strategies – and how to modify these defenses in 
psychotherapeutic work with both individuals and groups.
 My goal with this article is to communicate the spirit of 
the Low Energy/Withdrawal Protocol, looking at three aspects: 
how to attune to and resonate with low energy states, how to 
differentiate the different kinds of “low energy,” and how to 
understand the human tendency to polarize between states of 
tension and states of low energy on all system levels.

1. Differentiate between tension and low energy as defense 
strategies or restraining forces.
 Tension is known in SCT as a defense to be modified in 
the authority phase. Tension is described as a “straitjacket” 
that you can either get to know from inside or you can let melt, 
letting go of the tension. Both strategies lead towards getting 
access to information, by discriminating the tension from the 
experience it contains, allowing the emotions and impulses 
inside of the tension to be brought into subgrouping. 
 This understanding of tension in SCT theory equals 
what in my body psychotherapeutic tradition is called hyper-
response in muscles, a state of contraction that equals control 
of emotions and psychomotor impulses. We hold back part 
of our life energy based on past experiences and negative 
predictions.
 The concept of hypo-response (low energy) addresses 
another defense strategy or restraining force. We can go flaccid 
in muscles, which equals loss of energy and loss of containment, 
again based on past experiences and negative predictions. We 
simply disconnect from emotions and psychomotor impulses. 
The energy is not available; it is in a diffused, not contained 
state.
 To go flaccid is a powerful restraining force, as I see it, 
more powerful than tension, based on the fact that tension is 
a state that calls for attention. We tend to notice it; unpleasant 
sensations often come with tension, which puts us closer to 

including it as information. Flaccidity doesn’t call for attention 
in the same way. We can easily not notice that parts of us have 
gone unavailable that way. Parts of us can go (or be invisible 
more permanently) without the observer noticing.
 In my understanding this can be true at all system levels. 
Which parts of the person system are in low energy? Which 
subgroups hold low energy? Which parts of a system as a 
whole are in low energy? Do we want to access the information 
held in that strategy and how can we do it?

2. The concept of muscle response is systemic. 
 Tension and low energy (hyper- and hypo- response) are, in 
the Bodynamic tradition, understood as solutions to dilemmas 
between aspects of our life energy and the surrounding context. 
If part of my life energy (impulses or emotions) holds too big 
a difference to be met and included in the context/system I am 
in, I am facing a serious challenge. What to do with the life 
energy? To go tense or flaccid in the muscles is a “solution” 
that makes it possible to adapt to the system.

3. Defense modification of low energy/withdrawal.
 The tension protocol in SCT focuses on choosing whether 
or not you want to undo your tension. If you choose to do so, 
you are guided into accessing energy/information by either 
“going into the tension and living there” or through “letting the 
tension melt away.”
 The low energy protocol has the same structure: You are 
given a choice of undoing your low energy state or not, and 
given guidance for how to do the defense modification. 
 Undoing low energy states can be done through activating 
muscle groups, i.e. you bring energy into muscles in a way 
where the energy stays there when you stop the activation. 
Doing that will strengthen containment, and energy/information 
can become available for consciousness.
 Experience shows that accessing energy/information when 
undoing tension is a faster process compared to undoing low 
energy. 
 It often takes time for energy/information that has been 
held in a flaccid container to gather, take form, and become 
accessible for verbal language.

An example of muscle activation:
 Make a cross movement where your right shoulder moves 
towards your left hip – and then left shoulder towards your 
right hip. This movement brings energy into muscles close to 
your physical balance point, your center.

The “dosing” principle:
 Activating muscles can be done fast or slow, in big or 

ThEory, rEsEArch And ApplicATion

per member authorized by the copyright holder (Yvonne 
Agazarian). This is an honor system - thank you for supporting 
it!

Log in as a member (not as a registered user) and click 

“SCT Papers” from the “My Links” list on the bottom right 
side of the home page. If you want more than a single copy for 
personal use the cost is $30.00 and you can pay online with 
PayPal using the “Order Articles” option at the top of page.
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small movements, with more or less physical strength. Said in 
a different language: muscle activity can be dosed differently. 
 When bringing energy into low energy areas in the body 
dosing the activity matters. If you work in high dosage, i.e. 
moving fast, big, using strength, you will bypass or overwhelm 
the low energy areas. Working in low dosage, i.e. moving 
small, slow, with no strain at all, makes it more likely that 
sensation can emerge in low energy areas and that energy/
information can become available. Dosing low is listening for 
small signals.
 In the above example of activating the center-muscles, 
dosing low would mean to make the movement gently and 
small, maybe very small. You can try out different dosages and 
notice what brings most sensation. Be open for a surprise. Very 
small activations can have a big sensory impact.
 Learning to dose low is a challenge for most people. A 
normal strategy is to push harder when something is hard, when 
we don’t succeed, when we, for example, don’t feel anything 
in a body exercise. We tend to do more, put more energy in 
to reach a result. That strategy will never bring energy to low 
energy areas. As soon as you push, your person system will 
split in 2 subgroups, one that has energy to push and the low 
energy parts that don’t. 
 Dosing low makes it possible to attune to low energy both 
in yourself and in a person or group you are guiding. With 
attunement, it is possible to support a process of undoing the 
low energy state. Without attunement, the low energy state 
stays invisible, typically covered by tension and/or freely 
available life energy.
 Another pitfall is to first push hard and then drop all the way 
into collapse (hypo-arousal – see below) when not succeeding. 
In collapse you don’t access the energy/information held in 
flaccid muscle states either.

Different Kinds of “Low Energy”
 The experience of “low energy” in your body can signal 
different inner states:
1. Natural tiredness, normal range activation in the 
parasympathetic nervous system which stimulates rest, 
digestion, regeneration, slowing down.

2. Flaccidity in muscles impacting access to energy/information 
(hypo-response), parallels tension as a defense strategy. When 
we are going flaccid in muscles, we no longer sense the 
impulses and emotions connected to the skills held in the 
muscles. This leaves parts of our body with low energy. Going 
flaccid solves a dilemma between parts of life energy and the 
outer context in the same way that tension does.

3. Hypo-arousal, high activation in the parasympathetic nervous 
system. This kind of high activation happens in situations where 
we are facing the risk of dying or severe threats to our integrity, 
and the active survival reactions (fight, flight, protection etc) 
are not functional in the situation. In hypo-arousal we basically 
get ready to die (very low rate of heartbeats). When we 
experience hypo-arousal (often unconsciously) and survive, we 
are facing the challenge of how to integrate this experience in 
“who we are”. Often this experience becomes dissociated (split 
off from consciousness) and can flood consciousness when we 
least expect it. 

Undoing the 3 Kinds of Low Energy
1. Natural tiredness is not a defense strategy – it is a natural 
state our life energy can be in. It doesn’t need to be undone 
but contained and normalized. For example, in a subgroup, 
if not normalized, natural tiredness can become mixed with 
the defense strategy of low energy. Boundarying between 
the 2 kinds of low energy is useful if we want to access the 
information held in them. Undoing low energy areas can 
support this process by undoing the withdrawal from social 
engagement that many people tend to go into when tired.

2. Undoing the defense strategy of flaccidity/low energy can be 
done by activating muscles slowly, gently, small, as described 
earlier. If this is not done low energy can become mixed with 
hypo-arousal/collapse. 

3. Hypo-arousal – collapse is a far more radical inner state than 
low energy in muscles. It is a high arousal survival reaction that 
is often dissociated and not integrated. Undoing low energy 
through muscle activation trains us in being capable of staying 
present and curious also when our energy level is low. This skill 
makes it possible to establish a boundary in relation to hypo-
arousal. When a person or a group has developed good enough 
skill level in holding this boundary – we can approach the 
experience of collapse without just dropping into it (dropping 
into collapse equals “acting out”). Tiny, small activations in 
the muscle system and connective tissue can hold us present on 
the edge of collapse, so it becomes possible to stay in member 
role and explore information/experiences held in the collapse.

Risk for Polarization between Tension and Low Energy 
 As described above, we easily choose a strategy where the 
subgroups in us having available energy (the tense parts and the 
not defended parts) dominate the subgroups in low energy. It is 
a fact that low energy parts are hard to feel; the nature of a low 
energy state is to be invisible, withdrawn, not call for attention. 
 This reality can invite a one-up/one-down dynamic where 
the subgroups that are more energized get more attention, and 
the low energy states succeed in staying invisible or get caught 
in a one-down role. This means the information held there 
doesn’t become available for the system as a whole.
 I observe these patterns play out on all system levels: 
inside the person system, in member role, between subgroups, 
and in a system as a whole.
 Addressing low energy states involves becoming conscious 
of parts of us held in flaccidity which result in vagueness, 
unclear boundaries, and lack of verbal clarity, often difficulty 
finding words, difficulty differentiating between me and others 
etc. One “solution” to these low energy states is to polarize 
to them, to jump over into the energized parts of us, push 
ourselves into activity or aggression instead of undoing the low 
energy state and finding the information held there. 
 The pattern of polarization can be seen with all 3 kinds of 
low energy described above and also amongst them.
 You can, for example, polarize to an underlying experience 
of collapse by going tense in many of your muscles, allowing 
you to stay out of the collapse, or you can go into hyper-
arousal, survival reactions like flight and fight, as a polarization 
to many of your muscles being in a state of low energy, low 
access to impulses and emotions (energy/information)
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 These patterns of polarization can happen within the 
person system between your own nervous system responses 
and muscle responses, and they can play out in a bigger system, 
the principle of isomorphy: 

• One subgroup going into hyper-arousal (high charged 
anger or fear) as a response to another subgroup  
being in low energy.

• One subgroup going into low energy as a response to 
another subgroup exploring anger. 

• One subgroup going into tension as a response to 
underlying collapse, etc.

 Tracking low energy states, being curious about them, 
knowing how to undo them supports our possibility for 
choosing to go for the information held in these states instead 
of polarizing to them – on all levels of system dynamic.

* Bodynamics is a system of body-oriented psychotherapy 
founded by Lizbeth Marcher. Readers who are interested in 
finding out more about Bodynamics may refer to : Marcher, 
L. & Fich, S. (2010). Body encyclopedia, A guide to the 
psychological functions of the muscular system, Berkeley, 
California: North Atlantic Books. or Macnaughton, I. (ed) 
Body, Breath and Consciousness, Berkeley, California: North 
Atlantic Books. There is also information on Bodynamics 
on Merete’s website: http://www.moaiku.com. For a more 
complete treatment of the subject of hyporesponse, e-mail 
Merete Brantbjerg (moaiku@brantbjerg.dk) to purchase a 
copy of her unpublished article “Hyporesponse - the hidden 
challenge in coping with stress” (2008).

INTRODUCTION: In professional process groups in hospitals, 
members explore their work experiences in their complex 
work environment, to make sense of their multiple roles and 
learn how to take these up productively. Jon McCormick has 
led a process group for psychology interns at a New York 
City hospital for the past twenty-four years. In this article, he 
describes his work in context, and shares how he is influenced 
by his affiliation and study with Yvonne Agazarian and the 
development of systems-centered theory and methods.-Roelof 
Langman, Assistant Editor

sct anD proFessional groups: 
perFect together

-Jon McCormick (jm2022@columbia.edu)

 Process groups originated through the National Training 
Laboratories (NTL) in Bethel, Maine, founded by Kurt Lewin 
in 1947. These “basic skills groups” or T-Groups, as they 
became known, were formed to study and learn from what 
emerged in the experience and behavior of their members.
 There was also much cross fertilization at that time with 
group psychotherapeutic and rehabilitative efforts elsewhere 
in the United States and Great Britain. This was during and 

following World War II in working with service members 
disabled by “shell shock.”  The goal was to enable them to 
return to duty. Many psychologists, psychiatrists and group 
therapists were involved in this effort. In Britain, Wilfred Bion 
and the Tavistock Clinic are names with which we are perhaps 
most familiar in this regard.
 In the US, Warren Bennis and Herbert Shepard (1956) 
were influenced by this work in their extensive observations of 
college students in group courses, and described the repeated 
and predictable phases of group development on which Yvonne 
Agazarian has elaborated (1997, 1981).
 T-Groups proliferated in the 1970’s and 1980’s across 
many disciplines, organizational and educational contexts, 
including professional training programs in health care. In a 
way familiar to all of us who discover a “new” thing, it seemed 
the answer to whatever was limiting or restraining productivity, 
healing, and development in a particular context. The main 
goals were to learn about oneself, as well as interpersonal and 
group dynamics.
 However, cultural shifts in the past 20-30 years have 
led to the diminution of the use, and perhaps more realistic 
employment, of T-Groups and other process groups in many 
settings, including professional training programs. During this 
time there has been an increased emphasis, and demand for 
the demonstrated relationship of any activity to productivity 
and relevance to contextual goals, most often financial. There 
has also been a reaction to what increasingly seemed to be 
therapeutic activity, particularly in the use of group therapy 
and psychoanalytic jargon in understanding group dynamics 
and the individual behavior and functioning in groups, which 
implied the presence of psychopathology. The main goals 
remaining are staff relations, development, and education, and 
learning about oneself and group dynamics by studying the 
here-and-now process of the group.
 In the past twenty years, two articles on process groups have 
appeared in the International Journal of Group Psychotherapy. 
Barbara Cohn (1994) and Hillel Swiller (2011) identified 
the benefits of process groups for trainees in psychology 
and psychiatry, respectively. Both emphasized the centrality 
of experiential learning, exploring here-and-now emotional 
experience, providing direct experience of group dynamics 
and the concepts of norms, roles, authority, boundaries, and 
team membership. Swiller additionally noted the unusual 
opportunity of observing a more senior group leader at 
work, since most psychologists and psychiatrists are expected 
to lead patient groups, irrespective of whether they might 
have had previous experience or training in group therapy. 
Cohn emphasized the differentiation and development of the 
individual professional role, as distinct from the personal, with 
a focus on the professional role as a function and reflection of 
ongoing system processes.
 Several issues and problems have arisen in the application 
of the process group model in these professional training 
contexts. The first is the aforementioned shift in heightened 
attention to contextual contribution, how a process group 
relates to the program and/or institutional goals. The contexts 
to which Swiller and Cohn refer are hospitals, institutions in 
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which psychologists and psychiatrists are employed, at minimal 
trainee salaries, while completing their professional training. 
Group members therefore inherently have dual institutional 
roles of trainee and employee.
 Whereas, originally, process group members knew each 
other in the context of the group, with time limited interactional 
relationships, members of professional process groups, like 
psychologists and psychiatrists in the hospital setting, have 
multiple role relationships with each other. These multiple 
relationships have real functional impact and consequences, 
often more important personally than their group membership 
relationships, and extend beyond their training years into their 
ongoing professional careers.
 Both contextual considerations and multiple role 
relationships are affected by the model of group leadership 
utilized in the professional process group. As previously 
mentioned, the traditional models used have been similar to 
familiar group psychotherapy methods, interpersonal and 
psychodynamic. Objections have been raised, by institutions 
and trainees alike, about the possibility of conducting 
psychotherapy with members who might not choose, to be in 
a group, certainly with people with whom they interact and 
depend on in important ways.
 I believe the systems-centered approach, particularly 
with its emphasis on framing role, goal and context as 
relevant for conceptualizing and determining structure and 
intervention, as well as the signature method of functional 
subgrouping, addresses many of the problematic issues raised 
by professional process groups. As an illustration, I would like 
to briefly describe some of the things I have observed over the 
course of the twenty-four years I have led a process group for 
psychology interns in a New York City hospital, influenced 
by my affiliation and study with Yvonne Agazarian and the 
development of systems-centered theory and methods.
  There have been major changes in department leadership, 
policy and approach to treatment which have had significant 
impact in the course of twenty-four years. When I began 
leading groups, both inpatient and outpatient services in the 
department of psychiatry were primarily psychodynamic in 
orientation, strongly supported with psychoactive medications. 
The inpatient units were operated as quasi-therapeutic 
communities with patients involved in community meetings 
and decisions, and staff meetings and rounds conducted as 
team meetings in which not only patients were discussed, but 
staff dynamics were explored and considered as they related to 
patient dynamics.
 In the last fifteen years, the primary orientation of the 
inpatient service has become more focused on medication 
and stabilization, with rounds focused on patient report 
and disposition. The outpatient service supports specialized 
treatment units, some offering psychodynamic and 
supportive psychotherapy and others structured around 
providing Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT). The roles 
for psychologists and psychiatrists, utilizing their emotional 
experience in psychotherapeutic interaction, have changed 
dramatically.
 Studying with Yvonne since 1985, I have always 

conceptualized the group-as-a-whole in leading the process 
group. As she clarified phases of group development, I 
found this, too, helpful in understanding what a group in the 
hierarchical authority setting of a medical hospital can do. 
Containment of the authority issue and managing group roles, 
particularly with functional subgrouping, were most useful.
 A major consideration in this context has been boundaries. 
I pay close attention to negotiating with the training director 
and facility director and administrator each year prior to 
initiating group meetings. I have very little contact with the 
directors or supervisors during the year, do not discuss the 
groups with other faculty members, and do not sit in review 
and evaluation of trainees.
 It is Cohn’s opinion, “… the primary boundary maintenance 
function for a process group leader is actually performance of 
the group task – to focus the group on systems issues and their 
impact on the individual professional role” (1994, p.341). 
While she would encourage members’ imagination and fantasy 
of systems dynamics in which their professional roles are 
embedded, I invite information in reality to be shared along 
with members’ relationship to that information. The similarity 
is an appreciation of system dynamics that are the environment 
for the intern group; the difference is the focus on their 
relationship and experience in that context.
 Functional subgrouping is introduced and encouraged 
throughout the group experience. I frame the group context 
as providing an environment to explore and integrate their 
learning, education and training, with the practice of their 
professional skills, in the context of each of them as a person 
with their unique style and personality. It has seemed to me that 
the essence of professional development, the central issue at this 
point, is the integration of these three elements in the person of 
the professional who is providing the service. Framed in this 
way, the work of the group is to explore and learn together the 
myriad ways in which their skills and training can be applied, 
and to learn more about their particular experience in the larger 
context.
 Another major focus is finding and taking up authority in 
their role in context. Hospitals are organized in a hierarchical 
authority structure. The medical doctor is the ultimate authority 
and has primary responsibility. The task for psychologists in 
this context is finding their role, how they contribute to the 
goal(s), explicit and implicit, in the context of the particular 
service unit, eg inpatient, partial hospitalization, specialty 
units, and outpatient departments. As you might imagine, 
learning to take up one’s role as member of the process group, 
and exploring one’s relationship to authority in relation to 
the leader role is clearly isomorphic to that task in the larger 
contexts.
 For example, I have come to really appreciate the initially 
skeptical and non-cooperative member in the group. The work 
for me is to find ways of legitimizing the position taken by 
the member and getting them a subgroup whenever possible. 
It is most often this member who will introduce reality testing 
into the work as the group develops, for example, by holding 
a difference and inviting differentiating criteria, or refusing to 
go along with other members who are complying with implicit 
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expectations or demands. One year, with a group of pretty 
compliant members, one person continued to take and hold 
provocative positions both in the group and in the internship. 
In a particularly moving group meeting, as other members 
were noticing and exploring how little choice they had in the 
compliant subgroup, they were surprised to be joined by the 
defiant member who shared that she, too, had little choice in 
her group role of defiance. From this point, the group was able 
to more realistically move forward together. 
 As Cohn observed, the group task is one of providing 
primary and functional boundary maintenance. This is 
complicated but vitally important in the professional process 
group context and is maintained by the leader keeping the 
focus on the group tasks. These tasks are to identify the goal 
of the group and explore how members take up authority 
in their professional role in the context of the reality of 
the system.The focus on taking up authority in one’s role 
in the context of the reality of the system, offers a clear 
alternative to the traditional focus on interpersonal interaction, 
feedback in the context of group and system dynamics and 
interpretive psychodynamics. However, this is not intuitively 
evident initially to trainees eager to apply their newly minted 
interpretive skills, particularly in the context of early flight 
and anxiety, with each other. Understanding group dynamics 
and the phases of system development provides a road map 
for containing and guiding the group through successive 
phases and navigating the complex terrain of multiple role 
relationships in the professional training context.
 There was spirited discussion of this presentation of process 
groups in San Francisco. Great questions were raised regarding 
the boundaries between “supervision” groups, therapy and 
other training groups, and process groups as I have described 
them. With recent developments in psychotherapeutic process, 
psychoanalytic theory and methods, these questions and the 
curiosity behind them point directions for further exploration 
and development. But that’s another topic. In the area of 
professional process groups, SCT, with its emphasis on context, 
goal, and authority in role, the development of professional 
identity, has much to offer.
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contemplative group Dynamics: 
who are “we?”

-Lawrence J. Ladden (ladden@comcast.net)

 We had a lively Contemplative Group Dynamics (CGD) 
workshop at the 2012 Conference. Twelve members engaged 
in the CGD practice of using functional subgrouping to work 
with the four foundations of mindfulness: body sensation, 
feeling, mental events, and experience. The four foundations, 
or abidings, are the classical meditation instructions of the 
Buddha elaborated in the Satipatthana Sutra (Ananlayo, 2004). 
The Contemplative Group Dynamics practice sequentially 
explores and establishes each foundation using functional 
subgrouping. The intention of CGD practice is to see clearly 
the interdependent nature of mind or experience, such clarity 
being inseparable from compassion.
 Ken McLeod (1999) describes the individual progression 
of the four foundations as energy transformation. As each 
foundation is established the attention and energy of the 
practitioner becomes more organized. For example, as 
sensation is recognized attention otherwise scattered in thought 
becomes focused and available; as feeling tone is included, 
attention becomes further organized. Each foundation 
increases available attention and energy. This description of 
individual mindfulness practice is congruent with the Theory 
of Living Human Systems view of how a system functions and 
develops, that is, by discriminating and integrating differences 
(Agazarian, 1997). Using the systems ideas of similar function 
and structure (isomorphy) at different levels (hierarchy) we can 
transpose this individual dynamic of energy transformation to 
the group dynamic wherein: the group mindfulness practice 
(CGD) develops from simple to complex and transforms 
by discriminating and integrating body sensations, feelings, 
mental events, and experience. The method members use to 
discriminate and integrate is functional subgrouping. 

Speech and Contemplative Group Dynamics 
 Contemplative Group Dynamics creates a juncture between 
solitude and the world just as language creates a juncture 
between silence and the world. Within this intermediate 
space, between solitude and the world, between silence and 
language, between body and mind, and between self and other, 
Contemplative Group Dynamics unfolds. Within the context 
of a group mindfulness practice (CGD) we use language to 
communicate our experience of both content and process. 
While language is better suited for the static description of 
things (Sheets-Johnstone, 2009) rather than the dynamic nature 
of living, CGD practice works with the felt sense as it takes 
name and form in language. Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) “first-
order” speech is emphasized, speech wrought from “primordial 
silence” rather than ready-made or “second-order.”
 First order speech parallels the use of functional 
subgrouping which itself contrasts with ready-made stereotyped 
subgrouping. The use of the group communication pattern of 
“rowing” - joining verbally on a similarity and going a touch 
deeper - distinguishes the solitary practice of mindfulness from 



Summer 2012 - Systems-Centered News Page 13

the group practice. As the four foundations are established 
with the group, members readily see how speech is evocative.  
While sensation, feeling, mental and emotional events are 
subjectively known, they become intersubjectively shared in 
resonance through language. Because extended periods of 
silent practice are part of CGD, the act of speaking functions 
as a bridge between body and mind, between individual and 
group. We witness the particular power language has to bring 
forth a world with others.

1. Mindfulness of Body Sensation
 Subgrouping around mindfulness of body sensation begins 
by labeling basic sensation: hot, cold, tingling, soreness. 
As members contribute with increased ease, a subgrouping 
rhythm is established. We then include specific body areas, 
warm hands or pulsing heart. The clarity and immediacy of 
sensation helps to suspend thinking or explaining, making the 
body and breath reliable anchors for sustained attention. With 
subgrouping this immediacy makes it easy for members to join; 
sensation is a given, not opinion or speculation.
 From this starting point we develop a norm of members 
offering an unfiltered, simple, aspect of experience. A fine 
tuned sense of individual body develops, augmented by the 
common group attention to body awareness. Concurrent 
with this fine tuned sense is an inescapable recognition that 
the content of body sensation is transient and shifting. The 
practitioner is not merely attending to the content of sensation 
but is carefully observing how the process of sensation is 
in motion. The changeable and quickly shifting nature of 
sensation becomes highlighted. By establishing mindfulness of 
body sensation the practitioner is alert to the current set of his 
or her body sensations and to the transient, shifting nature of 
sensation. The sensation is the content; the changing nature is 
the process.
 As sensation dissolves, new sensations arise. Members 
now can attend to the interdependent arising, enduring, and 
fading of sensation. This occurs within the member and within 
the group. A communication of one member, for example, “I 
notice my chest is warm” will invariably lead to a resonance 
in other members. As mindfulness of body sensation develops 
among the group members, the process expands to include 
“sensual empathy” (Stein, 1989). We see with an immediacy 
and clarity how we affect and are affected by one another. 
Interestingly, this extends to one’s own and other’s voices 
which can be apprehended at the level of sensation as they 
arise, endure, and fade. The depth, tone and resonance of 
the human voice itself emerges as an object of mindfulness 
distinct from the content. The transition to mindfulness of 
feeling occurs after members can discriminate sensation from 
thinking, and can attend to how sensation changes moment to 
moment.

2. Mindfulness of Feeling 
 Feeling derives from sensation and has a pleasant, 
unpleasant or neutral tone. Members now make a further 
discrimination as they sense warmth or coolness by noticing 
the feeling tone. Feeling tone generally is context dependent; 
temperature as cool enough or warm enough. What feels cool 

one moment may be cold the next. In Buddhist models of mind 
“feeling” (vedana) has an important status in that it is a precursor 
to action. Including feeling tone within the conversation brings 
more complexity to the exchange yet the content still remains 
anchored in the body or immediate perceptual field of sensing 
and feeling. The shifting and changeable nature of experience 
first apprehended with sensation of body and amplified through 
resonance with others now becomes more complex yet does 
not “solidify” into an idea. The perceptual field is glimpsed as 
essentially unstable and fluid. We are further affected by the 
world presented in pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral feeling 
tones. The world is disclosed as this or that, in a shifting, 
unstable and fluid manner. Members may find themselves with 
similar sensations but now in different subgroups based on 
having different feeling tones. Sensual empathy now extends 
to feeling tone as members of the group articulate feeling 
pain when others articulate pain, feeling pleasure when others 
articulate pleasure. 

3. Mindfulness of Mental and Emotional Events
 As we move toward mental events (attraction, aversion 
and indifference), the conceptual and emotional aspects of 
mind are engaged. These aspects habitually serve to proliferate 
thought which in turn generates a world we do or do not want 
to live in. Mental and emotional events tend to have a longer 
time duration and be less clear than sensation. This is largely 
due to the fact that they are reinforced by discursive and 
ruminative thinking, thinking that typically is not recognized. 
By working in a subgroup with the third foundation the 
physical and sensory texture of aversion, for example, can be 
explored rather than solidified. Such exploration interrupts the 
habitual reinforcing of attraction, aversion, and indifference 
with thought and repetitive stories about experience.
 The members at the conference workshop articulated the 
arising of a natural move toward comforting when a member 
mentioned pain. One respondent felt this in her heart as an 
opening toward. Members noticed an expansiveness when 
another member’s pleasant feeling was described as a lightness 
or buoyancy. The emphasis in the contemplative practice is to 
anchor the response in the body as an aspect of mind. Feeling 
warmth at the level of the first foundation has a different 
meaning than it does at the level of the third foundation. 
Feeling my own warmth is different than feeling my warmth 
toward you. The intersubjective knowing occurs due to our 
embodiment within our shared group environment. 

4. Mindfulness of Experience
 The fourth foundation is experience consisting of sensation, 
feeling, and mental events. Now rather than being distracted by 
the components of experience, a member can contain with 
awareness as experience shifts and unfolds. Within the fourth 
foundation we witness the arising, dwelling, and fading of 
experience: what is present, what is absent, what is pleasure, 
what is pain, what is attractive, what is aversive, and what 
we ignore. The totality of mind or experience is met with 
awareness. Members see with greater clarity the composite 
and context dependent nature of experience. Stress or suffering 
can be understood as a not seeing or ignoring this nature. 
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We lose the context and therefore the meaning of nowness. 
Consequently we also lose the opportunity to be in resonance 
with others. The space of contemplation is not my space or 
your space, but our space unfolding moment by moment. Dante 
describes a pilgrim as “any traveler who is outside their native 
area” (Alighieri, D., p.139, 2010). Here we can understand 
native area as our comfort zone of social habitual patterns 
and the act of group contemplation as a dismantling through 
patience, energy, and discipline of those very social patterns 
and the mistaken identities and isolation they entail.

Who Are We?
 Having established a sense of mindfulness with the group 
we glimpsed that there is no ground or concept of our selves 
or others to hold onto. No my or your space. Having looked 
at body sensation, feeling, mental and emotional events the 
workshop members then took a further step and contemplated 
the question: Who are we? If we are not our explanations and 
preoccupations, and if our sensations and feelings are changing 
moment by moment... well who are we?
 This question was offered not to be answered but as a 
further inquiry into the nature of mind and community. During 
our time we had explored how our voice has certain feeling 
tones and resonance irrespective of the content. Now the 
words “who are we” were taken up and held with tender care. 
The group spontaneously worked with the sound of “who” 
free of urgency or demand. The word “who” seemed to find 
a resonance within the group resulting in the intonation of a 
surprising and unexpected single, soft, and resounding group 
voice “WHO - WHo - Who - who” deeply felt and beautiful. In 
the following moments members noticed and articulated how 
the question had dropped away revealing who we are.
 One member’s surprise and learning was a voice for 
the group, touching as it did on the interdependent nature of 
experience. The member said: “I am you, and you are me.” He 
said he knew this “from here”- pointing to his core. 
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the ambush
-Michael Maher (mike.maher@homecall.co.uk

 I wrote an article for the Newsletter (Summer 2010 – 
“Turning Up the Heat on the Authority Issue”) about what 
happened when, in the course of trying to apply SCT in a work 
group, I screwed up and had to make a recovery. Looking back, 
I realize I should have ended the article with a request to be 
joined, as I have an inkling I may not be the only person who 
has “come a cropper” when trying to use this most elegant but 
complex body of theory and practice. So, having not asked to 
be joined, and unsurprisingly then not having been joined, I 
thought I would join myself, and see what happens next. This 
is a story of a near miss.
 I was asked to do a day’s work with a group of managers 
and assistant managers of a social services (child welfare) 
department in a local authority in England. My work with them 
related to how to stay in role despite the particular pressures 
they were under, from bosses, colleagues, clients and the 
engines of state scrutiny. We spent a significant part of the 
day noticing triggers and noticing what happened to us - what 
behaviors emerged - when particular triggers impacted on us in 
ways we found hard to catch when they were happening.
 It seemed like a useful and productive day, and I had a 
sense of satisfaction with the work as we approached the end 
of the day. I had allocated ten minutes at the end for “Surprises, 
Learnings, Satisfactions, Dissatisfactions and Discoveries” to 
process our experience and make a transition to leaving. This 
went along expected lines, with satisfactions dominating. Then 
one delegate spoke:

“I have a dissatisfaction.”

“Go on.” I said, encouragingly.

“My dissatisfaction is your face.”

 There was an intake of breath in the room. The speaker 
paused (for dramatic effect, I thought) before continuing.

“You have an aggressive face, and I don’t do well with people 
with aggressive faces.”

 Time seemed to slow, in the way it does when you have 
an accident. My brain fizzed with possible responses; I knew I 
had been ambushed. I had an almost irresistible pull to a fight 
reaction and could feel an old role itching to take control of the 
situation and demolish this impertinent attacker. I could show 
him! I could wipe the floor with him! And the pleasure I would 
take in finishing him off! Another part of my mind was aware 
that I was on the spot, and knew that the work of the day (about 
how we managed ourselves when we were triggered) and my 
reputation in this organization (can he do it as well as just talk 
about it?) was on test.
 I was off balance, and needed to get hold of myself. In 
order to get a few seconds’ thinking space, and implicitly to 
demonstrate what you can do when you are “thrown” by an 
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unexpected attack, I went with a paraphrase, as follows: “So 
let me be sure I’ve got this right. You perceive me as having 
an aggressive face, and you react badly to people you see as 
having an aggressive demeanor. Is that right?”
 Now, at this point I knew I had to try to do something 
with my face, as glowering (what I felt like doing) would 
have confirmed his projection. The UK recently had a Prime 
Minister (Gordon Brown) whose tenure was short-lived; one 
of his weaknesses was a rather dour and brooding presentation, 
a fatal flaw in today’s media dominated political world. This 
had been pointed out as an electoral drawback and he had been 
tutored in trying to counteract this tendency. As a result of this 
he developed a rather alarming and unconvincing smile which 
he stuck on from time to time, to show he could.
 I tried to smile as I finished my paraphrase; I think it came 
out as a Gordon Brown-style grimace, an attempt to arrange 
my facial muscles in a simulacrum of a smile. I hoped it was 
good enough.

“Yes,” he said. “And you’re smiling now, and you do much 
better when you smile.”

“Great,” I said, with relief. Any more Surprises, Learnings…”

 In retrospect I could see that this was a brilliantly executed 
ambush. Firstly, the timing. If it had happened earlier in the day 
I could have worked with it in the group and maybe even used 
it as a live example of the potential to be triggered and what 
you do with it. Coming in the last three minutes there was no 
space to work it – the most I could hope to do was demonstrate 
managing my own reactions to it.
 Secondly, the nature of the attack. It landed perfectly 
in the spot where content and process intersected, asking a 
fundamental question about the credibility of all I had been 
teaching and my own capacity to practice what I preached. 
 It was a lovely example of projective identification, which 
has three stages. First, I project an unwanted and denied aspect 
of myself into another (choosing carefully a partner who will 
be a good fit for the projection). Secondly, I work on the other 
to get them to behave as if they really have the toxic part of 
myself in them and are being controlled and taken over by it. 
Thirdly, I watch to see what happens – if the recipient behaves 
as if they are taken over by the projection, then it confirms 
my unconscious belief that it was far too toxic ever to be 
acknowledged and integrated, thereby confirming that the right 
thing to do it to continue to disavow and project this aspect 
(or subgroup) of the self. If the recipient behaves differently 
– shows that they can feel the impact of the projection but 
manages to filter it differently through his system – manages 
to stay in member despite the impact and pull towards person – 
then, over time, it may be possible for the projector to introject 
and re-own the split off aspect of the self, and begin to repair 
the damage caused to himself and his relationships by this 
behavior. Aspects of this – maybe all of it – fit with the idea of 
role suction in SCT.
 This works well as an exemplar of this process in brief. 
The projection found a home in me – I was a good fit. The 
identification with the projection took immediate hold of me 

– it triggered an old role in me which was developed when 
such attacks were commonplace. I grew up in an environment 
in which peers communicated commonly through saying the 
opposite of what they meant, in a joking, sarcastic, sharp, 
funny set of exchanges which were full of fight energy and 
in which there were winners and losers. A typical exchange 
would be something like:

“What are you doing here, you plonker?”

“I was trying to avoid you, jughead!”

“Well you failed again, loser!”

This is actually a rather fond exchange – in translation, it really 
means:

“Great to see you Mike.”

“Lovely to see you too.”

 Many exchanges in this argot were less fond than this, 
and the overall culture was one of be funnier, sharper, more 
penetrative than your opponent, and membership of the society 
was in part based on this currency.
 So, I had a set of resources, organized in the form of a 
familiar old role which had once been highly functional but 
which no longer applied in the here and now.
 When the “dissatisfaction” landed on me it mobilized the 
old role – it sprang out of dormancy and demanded to be let out 
to wreak retaliation on this foe (as the role perceived him). In a 
split second, before I had taken breath to begin my paraphrase, 
the old role had a strategy to demolish the attack and turn the 
tables on my attacker. The retaliation dripped with sarcasm, 
bile and inventiveness; the urge to just let it out to do its worst 
was almost irresistible.
 The clever part of the ambush was that had I acted from the 
role it would have confirmed the projection – that not only did I 
have an aggressive face, but the aggressive face was connected 
to an aggressive person, and the intervention had coaxed this 
beast out from its lair.
 In order to refuse the invitation to confirm the projection I 
had to call upon all my experience and training, and I managed 
it, just about.
 At the end of the day I had a long drive home – about three 
hours, which I spent rehearsing all the variations in retaliation I 
could have indulged in. It was like letting the frustrated old role 
out for some exercise in the safety of my car. I probably drove 
too fast that day. 
 So, I was ambushed, I leant hard on my experience and 
understanding of SCT to get out of the ambush intact, and then 
I managed my insides using the retaliation protocol. I now look 
back with amusement and awe at the brilliance of the ambush, 
and I wonder if this kind of experience resonates with anyone 
else. Anyone else?
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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 Trainer 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 Issue 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/training

Member Benefit
Access SCT Materials Online!

• Introductory SCT handouts
• Theory & Phases of Development charts
• Published articles (with permission)  

& unpublished articles
• Foundation Manual
• SCT Practitioners: Skill sheets & 

Training Manual

Go to www.systemscentered.com, 
log in as a member & click “My Links”



This section contains official information about the evolving SCT 
training program. In this issue we are focusing on the Foundation 
level of SCT training.

overview oF FounDation level 
training
	 There are two orientations to Foundation level training in 
SCT. One is to simply explore SCT, learning and discovering 
as long as it is interesting and useful. The second orientation, 
which sometimes develops out of the first, is doing the 
groundwork for continued training at the Intermediate and 
Advanced levels. The training activities are the same, but the 
goals are different! This sketch highlights what is involved 
in Foundation training for people who do want to go on to 
Intermediate work. (For a full description of the SCT Training 
Program, go to www.systemscentered.com/Training.)

goals oF FounDation level 
training
	 Members experience and practice the skill of subgrouping 
to contain and explore differences and similarities.
 Members have worked with their own defenses sufficiently 
to 1) get in the habit of undoing them, 2) be able to manage 
and explore (vs. enact) their authority issues, and 3) be able to 
not take things just personally (that is, to be able to view events 
from the perspectives of member, subgroup and group-as-a-
whole as well as from the personal perspective).
 Members understand the constructs on which SCT is built 
and what it means that this is a theory-based model.
 Members recognize the difference between fact and 
opinion, and can use the force field to organize descriptive 
information about their own driving and restraining forces.

 Members have taken the two-day basic SAVI workshop 
and have the SAVI tool for monitoring their communication 
input to groups they are a part of. 

 It is also in Foundation level work that members begin 
to experience the norms and values of SCT and SCTRI. This 
allows people to discover whether SCT and SCTRI are a good 
match for them at the important level of values, as well as 
theory and methods. One norm that is a little different from 
many of the training programs people may have participated 
in is that training transitions are according to mastery and 
readiness, not number of events or time in training. Also, the 
energy to organize and keep moving in training comes from the 
members, as they assess their time, energy and resources.

The specific training activities which enable people to meet 
these goals at the Foundation level are:
 Work in an ongoing SCT training group (working in a 
system, subgrouping, undoing defenses, doing force fields).
 Work in an SCT theory group.
 Take the basic two-day SAVI workshop.
 Work with a training mentor to assess your driving and 
restraining forces in relation to the criteria for moving toward 
Intermediate training.

 Other training activities that contribute to skill development 
are SCT consultation groups, workshops, the Annual 
Conference, and working in SCTRI Action Groups.

 If you would like to talk with someone about your interest 
in systems-centered training, contact Claudia Byram (US) at 
(215) 561-0341 or claudia.byram@verizon.net, or Madeline 
O’Carroll (UK) at +44 207 040 5815 or madmoc1@googlemail.
com. Or check out the website at www.systemscentered.com.
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progrAm noTEs

sctri rEporTs And UpdATEs

sctri in a nutshell:  
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 
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of Directors between its semi-annual meetings; meets weekly.

System Mentors: Keep 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
Membership
Newsletter
Research
Trainers
Web   

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

From the associate Director
A View from the Associate Director
 As a graduate of Licensing group VI, I represent the most 
recent cohort to go through the training. Soon after getting 
the much prized SCT license, I took on the role of Associate 
Director.  This has been an experience of a series of firsts, an 
exploratory edge-of-the-unknown experience, moving from 
clearing to clearing, stopping, sniffing, scanning, and then 
venturing out.

 Since November, when I took on the role and was vetted 
by the Steering Group (with my presence) and the Board (in 
my absence),  I started to meet weekly on the phone with the 
Steering Group, picking up work emanating from that group, 
and meet separately each week with the Director, Susan Gantt. 

 In March I attended the Board meeting for the first time, 
and then came the run-up to the Conference.  There I took on 
the role of implementing the research in collaboration with 
Rich O’Neill and Brigham Young University researchers at 
the Conference, and organized videotaping demonstrating 
subgrouping in action.

 Negotiating so many new experiences can be turbulent, as 
we know, and I have depended on the capacity of the systems 
around me – particularly the Director, the Steering Group 
and the Board – to provide the conditions in which these 
transitions into the unknown are made possible:  by opening 
their boundaries to me and using SCT skills together to help 
me understand each new context and how to take up my role.

 Which then raises the question – what is the goal of the 
role?  Interestingly, I have a growing “feel” for this, whilst at 
the same time I am aware that it is an emergent role and the goal 

is partly to be discovered.  Most of the time I do not experience 
this as noise – it is more an exploration.  The role has some 
specific duties, certainly – contributing to making decisions, 
undertaking work on behalf of the organization, keeping an 
eye on system dynamics and making system corrections where 
necessary.  A helpful early phase definition of the role was to 
get to understand the workings of the organization and to “take 
its pulse” – and this had helped me orient to my task. 

 So: early days and some early surprises.  Chief among 
these is the discovery of how hard many members work 
on behalf of the organization, and how well, and all on the 
basis of volunteer energy.  There is an organizational norm 
which has high expectations - when this is balanced with high 
satisfaction, this is an unstoppable force.  Perhaps those who 
have been more involved in the workings of the organization 
take this more for granted – as a recent arrival I remain in a 
state of admiration – this is something that marks out SCT 
as different.  There is something to watch here – something 
perhaps for the Associate Director role to keep an eye out for – 
so that satisfactions remain high, and dissatisfactions are paid 
attention to.

  - Mike Maher (mike.maher@homecall.co.uk)

steering group
 In between the twice-yearly Board meetings, the Steering 
Group meets weekly to conduct the business of SCTRI.

 This has been a year of change and newness, and the 
Steering Group has felt the challenge of working at our leading 
edge, as we opened to differences and managed the turbulence 
that accompanied so many new developments. 

 In November, the Steering Group welcomed our new 
Associate Director, Mike Maher. As Associate Director, he is 
also a member of the Steering Group, and Mike quickly took 
up his full membership in the group. 

 In March, SCTRI successfully launched its new website. 
Throughout the winter, the Steering Group consulted with 
Web Vision Group as we considered various designs, reviewed 
images and content, and learned more about industry standards 
in order to approve the final version. 

 In preparation for our April Annual Conference, the 
Steering Group allocated funds and resources to support 
collaboration on a research project between Rich O’Neill’s 
research team and faculty at Brigham Young University. This 
collaboration was a landmark step for SCTRI. 

 The Steering Group also linked with the Curriculum 
Development Group to implement the Board’s recent decision 
to present Certificates of Completion to members who have 
completed Intermediate Skills Training or Mentor Training. 

 The Steering Group met monthly with the Co-Directors 
of our 2012 Annual Conference, Sven-Erik Viskari and Ray 
Haddock and in May we helped to facilitate the transition to the 
2013 Conference system. We said good-bye to Sven-Erik and 
acknowledged his valuable contributions in his Co-Director 
role for the 2011 and 2012 Conferences and in helping to 
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pioneer the two-year term of the Conference Co-Director role, 
and we welcomed the 2013 Co-Director System: Ray Haddock 
as the senior Co-Director role with his 2013 Co-Directors, 
Susan Beren and Norma Safransky. 

 We have also continued to meet monthly with the 
Co-Directors of the first SCT European OD Conference. As we 
have worked with Katarina Billman and Erika Ekedal in their 
Co-Director roles, we have developed an appreciation for the 
different norms both in Europe and in organizational practices, 
and have used our new awareness to inform our decisions as 
we reviewed the conference program, budget, and website. 

 As SCTRI develops in complexity, we all experience the 
growing pains that accompany the uncertainty of newness. As 
a Steering Group, we have been normalizing the turbulence 
and have found our curiosity and excitement as we contain and 
work with so many new developments in the organization.

     - Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)

Dorothy Gibbons (dorothygibbons2@yahoo.com)

Joy Luther (joyluthersoffice@gmail.com)

Mike Maher (mike.maher@homecall.co.uk)

conFerence 2012
 We look back at the 2012 Annual SCT Conference in San 
Francisco with some real satisfaction.  It was a rich Conference 
with many and varied presentations and fantastic participation 
from all.   

 We hope many of you had the chance to make and 
renew connections and feel stimulated to attend next year’s 
Conference. We also hope that you will encourage others to 
come and perhaps even develop ideas for presentations!

 With the 13th annual SCT Conference behind us the 
Conference system is in transition, one Co-Director (Sven-
Erik Viskari) is leaving and two new Conference Co-Directors 
(Susan Beren and Norma Safransky) are  joining with Ray 
Haddock to continue the work to organize the 2013 Conference 
in Philadelphia.

 Part of this transition is to look back on the previous 
Conference and see what we can learn and develop. At the 
moment we are working with the feedback forms and the 
proposals that we got in San Francisco. All of your thoughts, 
feedback and proposals are so valuable.

 We did get a lot of feedback on “the spot” which gave us 
the impression that there were a lot of things going on during 
the Conference that attendees were satisfied with. We were 
also very satisfied with the number of attendees and the fact 
that we had an all time high number of first-time attendees. In 
addition to the training workshops and presentations, research 
was done this year, which was a major undertaking. Thanks to 
Rich O’Neill, Mike Maher and the entire team for this project.  
We also had some lunchtime video-taping sessions to build 
more material for the website.

 This year’s major change in program was the weekend 
institute ”Systems-centered Foundation Training for Groups 
and Individuals” with Yvonne Agazarian and Steve Weinstein, 

an opportunity that obviously was welcomed as evidenced by 
their large registration numbers. 

 Last, but not least a huge THANKS to you all, Conference 
attendees, program planning group, trainers, workshop leaders 
and administration who made this Conference so great, 
we appreciate the positive energy that you all invested in 
the Conference to make it a great arena for  learning and 
development. 

  We look forward to catching up with you all in Philly next 
spring.

 -Ray Haddock (rayhad@doctors.org.uk)

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

conFerence 2013
 With a very successful 2012 Conference just over, we are 
already working on the 2013 Conference, April 13-19, 2013 
in Philadelphia. The deadline for submission of proposals was 
July 15, 2012.   

 The theme of the 2013 conference is “Freeing Energy 
for Change.” We greatly welcome your ideas and proposals! 
We are intensely curious about how you are developing and 
applying SCT in your work and other contexts. In particular we 
are interested in any proposals that relate to our theme.   

  Also, let us know of any gaps you are noticing in the 
Conference. We received very useful feedback from many of 
you at the 2012 Conference and will be integrating that into our 
plans for 2013.

 We very much look forward to working with you over 
the next year, building on this year’s work to make next 
year’s conference even more successful and more relevant to 
the challenges of peoples’ work and lives. If you have ideas 
or questions about a possible proposal we encourage you to 
contact us at the email addresses below. 

 Further information on submitting proposals is available 
on the website (www.systemcentered.com/sctconference)  This 
new process was very successful last year, and we have used 
the feedback to improve it even further. Please remember there 
is useful guidance online.

 We look forward to seeing you in Philadelphia next April. 
It is never too early to make plans and talk to others!

- Susan Beren (sberen@nyc.rr.com)

Ray Haddock (rayhad@doctors.org.uk) 

Norma Safransky (nsafransky@gmail.com)

continuing eDucation
 The CE process seems to be running smoothly. Our most 
recent changes have been to update the forms at the Conference 
to be more modern, user friendly, and efficient. The feedback 
so far from presenters and attendees has been positive, and we 
are in the process of compiling the information, which is sent 
to presenters as feedback and to the Program Planning Group 
to use in decision making for next year’s Conference. 

 We are also working with The Trainers’ Group, and 
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individual licensed members to update the CE process for non-
conference events. New forms and standards have been put in 
place, and this also seems to be going smoothly. Many thanks 
to everyone for their cooperation.

 As always, we would love to hear from members who are 
interested in joining the CE Group, which has a long-standing 
reputation as a fun, well-organized, SCT work group. 

- Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com)

 Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com)

Heather Twomey (heather.twomey@gmail.com

FunDraising
 The Fundraising Action Group (FRAG) sends a very 
special thank you to those members whose unique and creative 
contributions year after year at the Silent Auction have made 
such a difference.  We are exploring new ways to access energy 
and to increase participation.  

 The money generated from our activities at the recent 
Conference fell short of our very ambitious goal of $6,000.  
However, we are delighted to report that our Heads or Tails 
game netted $1860, which is an increase of $470 from last year. 
The Silent Auction netted $1588, which is down $1770 from 
last year.  Total revenues: $3348.  It is remarkable that most 
of the same members (and some newer ones too!) keep giving 
year after year of themselves and their prized possessions to 
support the Yvonne Agazarian Scholar Fund! Thank you all for 
your generous donations!

 Based on very useful feedback from the Finance Committee, 
and our own assessment, it is time to explore other options to 
raise monies for the fund.  If you have ideas, we very much 
welcome them!  Send them to any one of us!

 This year, we want to especially thank Lorie Barber, 
Dorothy Gibbons, Rich O’Neill, and Steve Weinstein for their 
support in both the Silent Auction and the Heads or Tails game 
on Thursday night. We also want to thank Tom McGill, whose 
volunteer energy was very helpful throughout the week. And 
of course, Kathy and Jan, who are always there in so many 
supportive ways! Thank you all! 

 - Susan Beren (sberen@nyc.rr.com)

Gayna Havens (gaynahavens@rca.com)

      Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com)   

Elaine Pratt (elainepratt35@gmail.com)

    Debby Ziegler (dzconsult@aol.com)

research
 The Research Action Group (RAG) has undergone a 
significant change. Rich O’Neill, who has been a major driving 
force in the group, is leaving, and Michael Silverstein and Dick 
Ganley are stepping in.  Rich’s thirteen years of research on 
functional subgrouping has resulted in a collaboration with 
Kelly Abbott and Jenny Cannon, two researchers at Brigham 
Young University, who work with Gary Burlingame.  Gary’s 
work spans over 20 years and includes research and assessment 

methods applied to psychotherapy and group psychotherapy. 

  Among other things, Michael and Dick will explore how 
to design research projects from within SCTRI, rather than 
projects that are university-based, with human subjects that 
meet the standards required by Institutional Review Boards. 

  Jale Punter, who had initiated a major research proposal in 
London, has accepted a new position that is taking her energy 
away from research, while Verena Murphy will continue 
with her research involving the System for Analyzing Verbal 
Interaction.  Rich reports that the paper “Does Agazarian’s 
Systems-Centered® Functional Subgrouping Improve Mood, 
Learning and Goal Achievement? A Study in Large Groups.” 
is about to be published in the journal Group Analysis.

  At present, the Research Group anticipates that it will meet 
three to four times per year, although the structure of the group 
is still evolving.  Everyone interested in research is welcome to 
join the group! 

 - Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com)

Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com)  

Jale Punter (jalepunter@doctors.org.uk)

Michael Silverstein (silverstein@rowan.edu)

sct - york
 The annual Systems-Centered Training week in York, 
England, takes place September 10-14, 2012.  This event marks 
a special occasion: it is 20 years since Yvonne Agazarian first 
came to the University of York to run a short workshop on 
SCT. The training has been a week-long event for many 
years. It started as a single group for all comers, and now 
we regularly offer Foundation, Organizational Consultancy, 
and two Intermediate Level groups.  In 2011 we exceeded all 
previous numbers, with a total membership of 71.

 Foundation is run by Yvonne, and Organizational 
Consultancy by Susan Gantt, with UK advanced members 
in training roles. Both these tracks are open to newcomers, 
as well as those with some experience of SCT. Ray Haddock 
will run the Intermediate Skills training, and Fran Carter will 
run Leadership Development for Intermediate and Advanced 
members.   Both these tracks are by application and prior 
experience is required. (Details available on website.)

 The event is held at the King’s Manor in the center of 
York. York is a small and beautiful city – possibly one of the 
most beautiful in the world – with medieval walls surrounding 
much of the city center and many buildings from the same 
period, including King’s Manor itself, and York’s cathedral, 
the Minster. York is a friendly and safe city, and it is easy 
to find places to stay and eat within walking distance of the 
venue. On Thursday evening members can eat together in a 
local restaurant: this year we are going to a new restaurant, the 
Olive Tree.

 Flying to Manchester International Airport is often the best 
choice for people coming from abroad.  There is a train service 
from the airport direct to York, which is much less expensive 
than traveling from London.
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 The cost for the week is £550 if you register by July 1st 
2012 (you may arrange to pay later), or £625 if you register 
after July 1st. Follow the link to http://bit.ly/sct-2012 where 
you will find further information and contact details for Juliet 
Koprowska (organizer) and Susan Gantt (Training Director.)   

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

svenska sct- Föreningen
 The Swedish SCT Association continues its efforts to 
make SCT visible and “known” in this part of the world. Our 
annual SCT workshop, with Susan Gantt, in January each 
year has been our major outreach event so far. This August 
the association is co-organizing the first European SCT/OD 
conference with SCTRI and we have reached our limit of 
registered attendees! This is a major event to promote SCT 
in the Swedish community with participants from Europe and 
USA. Many Swedish members are in official roles for this 
event - planning, marketing and making presentations.

 We are also pleased that we have an SCT training group in 
Swedish that meets every other month, led by Erika Ekedal and 
Sven-Erik Viskari. There are approximately 20 members in the 
group.

 The Board continues to meet monthly by phone. We have 
the challenge of balancing all the wants that we have for our 
organization with what is possible! The want is to grow in a 
way that is functional and sustainable - hopefully that will also 
be possible!

 Best regards to you all from the Board of Svenska SCT-
Föreningen!

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

Margreth Reiniusson (m.reiniusson@spray.se)\

Maria Åkerlund (maria.akerlund@sandahls.se)

Erika Ekedal (erika.ekedal@gmail.com)

trainers group
 The Trainers Group has been working with recent input 
from the Board to establish a stronger communication between 
their work and our group. In particular the Board is working 
with us regarding clarification of our goals, as well as 
creating broader linkages in the organization to facilitate the 
development and implementation of the training curriculum.

 Specifically, the goals that the Board has given us are:

•  To monitor training and see if our training is working 
(quality control).

•  To monitor trainees and how they are moving through 
the system.

•  To support each other as trainers, share information 
with each other and give feedback.

•  To implement the curriculum.

 We have been pleased with both the Board’s input, and our 
experience that our work is congruent with these goals. This 
has resulted in an exploration of the criteria for membership 

in the trainers group from two perspectives; first, what are the 
requirements for being a member? And second, what are the 
responsibilities of membership?  

 Here is what we have so far: being a SCT trainer defines 
one as a member of the Trainers’ Group, and the expectation is 
that trainers attend meetings as a way of taking up membership.  
It is through participation in our task that our group’s leading 
edges often surface and our understanding about our role as 
trainers develops.

Other work:

 Consultation is part of the curriculum at the intermediate 
level of training. Not getting ongoing consultation at the 
intermediate level disrupts the training curriculum in that 
consultation is essential to learn how to apply SCT with one’s 
self and in one’s work contexts.  

 As trainees progress through the levels of intermediate 
training, some important considerations are the use of work 
samples, and also working with the consultation structure of: 
“My problem is I...”  

 Clarifying this in consultation with one’s training mentor 
and/or consultant will help make clear the frequency and 
focus of consultation that will be functional for one’s learning 
at this level.  Working with work samples in consultation is 
essential in learning to apply SCT.  Later in the intermediate 
training track, work samples are also important in preparing 
trainees for licensing assessment. Working with “My problem 
is I...” enables one to develop and increase the capacity to 
shift from person to member in one’s work contexts and to do 
the necessary developmental work critical for taking up SCT 
leadership. 

Advanced Training for Trainers - Observation of the Authority 
Issue Group (AIG)

 Finally, the Trainers Group has spent a number of sessions 
discussing the advanced training for trainers (open to advanced 
level members who completed the Authority Issue Group). 
This group began its work of observing the AIG at the April 
conference in San Francisco.  The group observes all sessions 
of the AIG.  Led by Ray Haddock and Dave Schwing, the 
training is off to a great start. Membership in this group is open 
for one more session this November. 

 Members who have participated in previous advanced 
trainings reported their learning’s, including:

- Seeing how SCT and AIG training has developed across 
time.  

- Developing leadership and “upgrading” skills, e.g., 
increasing awareness in having a functional balance 
between process and task. 

- Seeing isomorphy with the AIG’s process paralleled in 
the Observation Group; 

- Learning more about authority issues and observing 
intensive training.

- Seeing training group applications as well as clinical 
applications.
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- Learning how we authorize our own peers to be our 
trainers at the levels that we want.

- Tracking phases of development and really experiencing 
each phase in the AIG as well as in the Observation 
Group.

 We also identified members that might benefit from 
participating in this advanced training including post AIG 
members who have not yet participated in or not yet completed 
licensure and want additional training, and post AIG members 
who want to observe the AIG from an organizational 
applications perspective.

 If you meet the criteria, please consider this training 
opportunity. There is one more window of opportunity for 
enrollment this coming November in Atlanta. You can contact 
Ray (rayhad@doctors.org.uk) or Dave (dave.schwinglcsw@
gmail.com) for further information.  

- Rich Armington (armington@gmail.com)

web group
 We have launched our new website – with a new look, new 
colors and an updated organization of content. 

 Our goals were to make it more visually appealing and 
easier to navigate for new people and existing members.

 You’ll see a new section - Systems-Centered - where you 
can read about the theory, download a video on Functional 
Subgrouping, find details of Organizational or Clinical 
Application Readings and downloadable documents from 
Good Enough Press.

 There’s also a new section on Research to highlight the 
importance of research to SCTRI.

The Institute section houses the information about SCTRI. 
The Members section has content only members of SCTRI see 
(including photos of the April 2012 Conference!)

 We are planning to upload new short videos to promote 
the 2013 conference and show participants talking about their 
training experiences. Take a look and please give us your 
feedback!

- Tom Carmichael (tomcarmichael@hotmail.co.uk)

- Rowena Davis (rowenadavis@btinternet.com)

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

- Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com)

- Dave Schwing (dave.schwinglcsw@gmail.com)

confErEncE lEArnings

surprises & learnings From 
conFerence 2012
Undoing...

Intermediate Skills Training. 

 The last time I was in the States was a long time ago. I 
really looked forward to go to San Francisco and participate 
in the SCT Conference. Stepping into the intermediate level of 
training, stepping into a marvelous city. Before the Conference 
I spent four days walking around. Letting go of my daily routine 
and opening up for new experiences. To be honest, I felt that I 
knew a lot about SCT already. I saw learning some skills as a 
way to exercise the protocols and improve my understanding 
of them. I did not expect the impact the Skills Training has had 
on me, on my views on SCT and on my life. A transformation 
of Bernd! That sounds big, and it is not yet reflected in my 
day-to-day behavior. My old habits, behaviors and roles are 
resistant. And yet, the week of Skills Training has given me 
new guidelines, new goals and a clearer view of my mission 
in life. Especially, the work on my “pleaser”-role has given 
me tremendous insights. I have found out that I want to enjoy 
and experience life to the full and stop numbing myself. I have 
decided that I want to become a licensed SCT practitioner. I 
have discovered that I can appreciate that this will take time. 
And I am now confident that practicing the skills will help me 
in all aspects of life. 

 Thinking about the Conference in San Francisco, I feel 
touched that I am now a part of our SCT community. Very 
appreciative of the work of all trainers and participants. 
Thankful to Dorothy, Meigs and my fellow trainees, who 
helped me to learn so much in the skills training. More than 
just skills!

 Sitting on the edge of the unknown is not so easy, and yet 
so fulfilling...

-Bernd Postma (b.postma@funrgy.nl)

Heartfelt eye contact

Container Training 

 Container training gives participants the opportunity to 
practice seeing the group-as-a-whole and resonating with all 
the sub-groups that arise in a group. As containers we support 
both the members and the leaders in the development of the 
group.

 I learned that as a Container, maintaining a neutral facial 
expression and body posture increases the ability of the group 
members to look to me for support. I got new insights into 
the power of eye contact with the others in the Container 
role. Sustained, heartfelt eye contact helped me settle in and 
move through the anxiety and tension I’d been holding. I was 
surprised to learn that as the person with the least experience 
in the Container role, I added value to the group. I brought 
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insights that might not have come from the more experienced 
members. That was a huge learning!

-Candace Stoughton (stoughton_candace@yahoo.com)

Live memories

Observer Training 

 For two days, we observed a Foundation Group led by 
Yvonne Agazarian and Steve Weinstein. Observing meant 
sitting outside the circle with a notebook in our lap, making 
notes as the work process unfolded, focusing on the leadership 
interventions and their impact on the group: asking did these 
help or hinder its development? There was a lot to keep track 
of: each four minutes, I filled a page with sketchy notes. 

 These notes played a minor role when the observer group 
withdrew to its own room and we worked to make sense of our 
experience. The work of the Foundation Group had moved us 
deeply, and we constructed the context of these emotions more 
from our live memories of what we had seen and heard than 
from our notes, although these helped sometimes to get the 
facts completely straight. 

 In the Observer Training, we learned together and yet 
each of us learned different things. Back home in Amsterdam, 
I work as a school teacher and I was wondering if groups of 
children are not naturally more lively and noisy than groups 
of adults. Yet in the moments of turbulence in this Foundation 
Group, with glances, side remarks, laughter and protest, I 
discovered nothing that was essentially different from what 
I  encounter in groups of children. And I noticed that the 
turbulence was often provoked by noise in the communication 
from the leadership. For example, by unclear instructions or a 
difference between an exercise as described in a handout and 
as explained verbally. That’s a useful insight to take home.

 Right at the start, the group experienced a minor crisis 
about the research forms that participants were asked to 
fill out. In this crisis, the leadership team worked as a self-
correcting system, exploring its differences (in this case, about 
whether a family name should be written on a particular form) 
and looking for an outcome that would support the research. 
I’m very curious whether this helped the group to accept its 
leadership as imperfect but reliable in that it could be trusted 
not to sweep its disagreements under the carpet yet would keep 
functioning in support of the group goals. Whether this is true 
is something that I do not dare conclude from the observation 
of this group alone. 

 What I enjoyed was the leadership accepting frustration 
and its wide range of expressions as a fact of life. I’ve tried 
that with my pupils, exploring what is enjoyable about 
sabotaging work. I discovered that my 11-year olds have both 
the enjoyment of these defenses and insight as to how these 
negatively impact the group. I’m glad this Observer Training 
helped me to discover both the questions and their answers.

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

Speaking loudly enough

Intermediate Training Group 

 The Intermediate Training Group, led by Nina Klebanoff 
and Susan Lange, was filled with learning. 

 We had a fairly small group, starting with seven participants 
and on Friday we were down to six. This size provided the 
opportunity for each member to be very involved. 

 Our major focus for our work was moving from person 
system into our member role in the group.

 Many factors are involved in taking up one’s member role. 
Speaking loudly enough for everyone to clearly hear was part 
of being a member. Staying centered, leaning into the group, 
and utilizing eye contact were physical ways of taking up 
the member role. We paid close attention to stating what we 
wanted rather than what we did not want. I was surprised by 
how strong the pull was to explain what I did not want rather 
than focus on the positive goal towards which I was working. 
I understood in a deeper way how energy is vectored toward 
the desired goal by focusing on the goal. For example, to say 
that I want to avoid going into negative predictions is focusing 
on what I don’t want. It is very different than saying I want to 
actively engage in reality testing, which focuses on the goal. 
Another related learning was staying in the present moment. 
For example, I realized that describing that I no longer feel 
tension in my hands was moving to the past rather than staying 
in the present and describing that my hands felt relaxed and 
open. I also learned more about discharges and how through a 
discharge, energy is blown off and is not available to the group 
for work. So the five mornings of working together were very 
helpful for my learning. Anyone else?

-Keith Espenshade (keespens@lancastergeneral.org)

They mean business in this group 

Authority Issue Group

 Even before the group began, when we got feedback by 
e-mail on our force fields, I thought: “they mean business in 
this group.” Everyone sees the feedback from the leaders to 
everyone: full transparency; neither vagueness nor redundancy. 
I felt a tinge of shame; were my force fields too revealing for 
the public eye?

 In the group we are mostly left on our own as “the group has 
the knowledge and resources to manage its own development 
process.”  I feel pretty naked without official leaders. Not 
taking leadership means being led by peers. Taking leadership 
means being subject to scapegoating. Not making myself heard 
feels awkward. Making myself heard feels risky: “is this my 
person system speaking (again)?” Catch 22. 

 Some of my peers seem to be in member role all the time 
and take leadership. I am jealous. I want to scapegoat them, but 
I also feel dependent on them. 

 I realize how comfortable it is to have official leaders who 
are above the pack and on whom I can project all my own 
wisdom and integrity. And in case they fail, I can easily turn 
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it around and project all my own failing and wrong-doing on 
them.

 So the leaders have taken this safety net away from me. I 
hate them for it. 

 Our group is in flight from the start like any group. We 
are vague, redundant and contradictory. I am no exception. 
Why do we go through these motions although all of us know 
how this works? Are we puppets on the strings of system 
development? Where are the shortcuts? It takes more than two 
full days to move into fight (complain…).

 The usual scapegoating of the leaders is replaced by 
exploring fight energy with each other. My nose gets broken 
several times. Strange that it does not hurt, nor leaves any trace 
of resentment towards my aggressors. 

 We do peer reviews: “how well do your peers shift from 
person to member?” Next day the overview is there. People at 
the bottom, in the middle and at the top. I find myself in the 
middle and feel caretaking impulses towards some of the peers 
at the bottom and jealous and competitive towards some of the 
top dogs. I know this is all my person system speaking, so how 
to shift to member? 

 I am inspired by peers who were rated low and now show 
their anger and energy. I feel they take membership and make 
it easier for me to do it as well. I realize the vast reservoir of 
resources in the group and how that can help the group and me 
develop. Competition fades away for a while. I feel excited. 

-Peter Kunneman (pkman@concepts.nl)

Authentically take up leadership roles

Advanced Training Group

 Eleven of us met Monday through Friday mornings for 
one and a half hours. Our group leaders were Fran Carter and 
Larry Ladden.  Having just completed the licensing process 
and working with the AIG VI and Licensing group for the last 
six years, it was both a little daunting and very exciting to be 
working with a new group. It was a particular pleasure to work 
with members that I have previously only worked with in large 
group.   

 I came into the group having made a positive prediction 
that because we were all advanced members we would 
negotiate flight and fight within the first group, and by group 
two have got through intimacy and be very solidly in work 
for the rest of the week….. Guess what…yes you got it…
that did not happen. The authority issue was alive and well 
and somewhat to our surprise (yes I know!) kept rearing its 
head. As we did our work, what surfaced was the challenge of 
how we as senior members in SCT authentically take up our 
authority in leadership roles, in a way that may look or be a 
little different to the recognized senior leaders in the system. 
How do we as a new generation of leaders bring our resources 
to helping SCT develop and thrive, and how does the SCT 
system ensure that boundaries are permeable enough to allow 
in the differences that new leadership will bring?   

 Another important exploration in the group was that of 
co-leadership roles in relation to leading groups. The leadership 
system of Fran and Larry was used as the mechanism to deepen 
the exploration. We explored what co-leadership meant – was 
one of the pair the leader, and the other the co-leader, or were 
they co-equal as leaders?  If one spoke more than the other, 
does that mean that they were the “real” leader, or could one 
lead as a co-equal whilst containing and supporting the work 
of the other leader and the group?     

 The themes emerging from the work of our group were 
isomorphic with the work of the large group as the group 
explored the role of co-leadership in that context. 

 Perhaps underlying all of this is the system as a whole 
exploring what it might be like when Yvonne is no longer so 
central to our work.  This would fit with the theory, that to 
develop and transform one has to face reality and live in it.  

-Annie M. MacIver (annie.maciver@homecall.co.uk)

SAVE THE DATE!!!
2013 SCT Annual Conference
“Freeing	Energy	for	Change”

Philadelphia, PA

Pre-Conference Institute 
April 13 & 14, 2013

5-Day Conference 
April 15-19, 2013

Watch the website for details
www.systemcentered.com
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mEmbErs forUm

Certificates of Appreciation Presented at 
the 2012 Annual Conference

Co-Directors, 2012 Annual Conference
Sven-Erik Viskari - For	your	vision	as	Conference	Co-Director	
and	always	leading	from	your	heart.

Ray Haddock - For	your	hard	work	as	Conference	Co-Director	
in	containing	and	building	this	successful	system.

Co-Directors, Organizational Development Conference
Erika Ekedal & Katarina Billman
For	pioneering	a	new	conference	and	all	the	vision,	containing	
and	authority	it	requires.

Web Group – Tom Carmichael, Rowena Davis, Roelof 
Langman, Kathy Lum & Dave Schwing 
For	your	creativity,	collaboration,	hard	work	and	vision	in	
developing	our	new	and	beautiful	website.	

Newsletter Group – Michael Robbins, Jan Vadell, Bettie Banks, 
Connie Robinson, Verena Murphy, Jale Punter & Kathy Lum 
For	your	continued	work	in	producing	a	beautiful	and	successful	
newsletter.

CE Group – Dick Ganley, Heather Twomey & Kathy Lum 
For	your	hard	work	and	diligence	in	getting	our	APA	sponsor	
approval	status	renewed	and	revamping	our	CE	process.	

Hospitality Group – Dayne Narretta, Debbie Woolf  
& Lorie Barber 
For	bringing	your	heart,	your	leadership	and	your	warmth	into	
developing	our	hospitality	and	buddy	system.

Dave Schwing -	For	stepping	in	and	doing	an	outstanding	job	
with	membership.

Jon McCormick -	For	doing	all	the	work	that	made	our	
European	Union	trademark	possible.

Rich O’Neill - For	your	hard	work,	leadership	and	diligence	in	
publishing	SCT	research.

Lynn & Rick Keat -	For	your	steadfast	work	in	developing	the	
Pacific	Northwest	training	system.

Leighton Hodges - For	many	years	of	being	our	“unofficial”	
official	SCTRI	photographer	and	our	thanks	for	all	the	pleasure	
you	have	added	with	this.

Susan Karpenko -	For	your	hard	work	and	persistence	in	finding	
the	restaurant	that	made	the	Monday	dinner	a	success.

Training Completion Certificates Presented at the 2012 
Annual Conference
New this year, the organization recognized those members that 
have recently completed Intermediate Skills and Mentor Training. 
The newly licensed members from last August also received 
certificates. Congratulations! 

Recent Members’ Publications
Agazarian, Y.M. (2012). Systems-centered group psychotherapy: 
Putting theory into practice. International	 Journal	 of	 Group	
Psychotherapy, 62(2) 171-195.
 
Agazarian, Y.M. (2012). Systems-centered group psychotherapy: 
A theory of living human systems and its systems-centered 
practice. Group:	The	Journal	of	the	Eastern	Group	Psychotherapy	
Society, 36(1), 19-36.    

Benjamin, B., Yeager, A., & Simon, A. (2012). Conversation 
transformation: Recognize and overcome the 6 most destructive 
communication patterns. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

Newly Licensed Members 
from August 2011 
Susan Beren
Rowena Davis
Roelof Langman
Annie MacIver
Mike Maher
Norma Safransky
Angelika Zollfrank

Intermediate Skills Training 
Bob Bryan
Perri Franskoviak
Roxanne Fuller
Hans Hofman
Kirsten Lysgaard
Tanja Mars
Bernd Postma
Gabriel Richert
Berry Trip
Johan Wisén
Alida Zweidler-McKay

Mentor Training
Maria Åkerlund  
Ulf Åkerstrom  
Åsa Bergquist Håål 
Staffan Berséus  
Per-Olof Berzelius 
Christian Bodén
Dayna Burnett
Jonas Eriksson Bergdahl
Kitty Garlid
Faith Gordon-Mazur
Ivette Guillermo
Gayna Havens
MaryBeth Hayes
Helle Johnsen
Peter Kunneman
Jennifer Langdon
Ben Medley
Dayne Narretta
Daniel Nordlander
Lotte Paans
Mark Perlmutter
David Reis
Hella Ritz
Tom Stern
Richard Uski
Alida Zweidler-McKay
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Gantt, S.P. & Hopper, E. (2012). Two perspectives on a trauma in 
a training group: The systems-centered approach and the theory of 
incohesion. In E. Hopper (Ed.), Trauma	and	Organizations (pp. 
233-254). London, UK: Karnac.

Recent Presentation
Susan Gantt was the featured workshop leader for two days of 
workshops at the Canadian Group Psychotherapy Association 
Annual Meeting in Ottawa in May. She gave the keynote 
address “A Theory of Living Human Systems and its Systems-
Centered Approach to Group Therapy and Group Processes.” 
She also led two full day workshops entitled “Interpersonal 
Neurobiology and System-Centered’s Functional Subgrouping: 
An Experiential Workshop” and “A Systems-Centered Approach: 
Using Functional Subgrouping to Develop the Large Group.”

From Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com) 
“My friend and colleague, Maria Ruiz, PhD, who manages a coffee 
plantation in Panama, keeps helping me translate SCT language 
into a more easily understood language for those unfamiliar with 
SCT. And many times she comes up with refreshing thoughts, 
such as the following:  She pointed out that terms like “flight” and 
“fight” have been carried over from male generated group models 
(e.g. Bion).  She suggested that they had a somewhat negative 
connotation and proposed using “finding one’s voice” to describe 
the behaviors of a new system, instead of “flight”.  In addition, 
she suggested finding or discovering one’s voice (flight), and 
using one’s voice (fight).  Since at that point, we actually have 
found our voice! I liked her suggestion and wanted to put it to our 
membership for consideration.  What do you think?”

Eva Bergqvist, Täby, Sweden

Stefan Boberg, Saltsjö-Boo, Sweden

Jon Erik Börresen, Göteborg, Sweden

Hanna Brogren, Stockholm, Sweden

Helena Ejeson-Gould, Lund, Sweden

Perri Franskoviak, San Francisco, CA, US

Jaren Haber, Berkeley, CA, US

Björn Hedberg, Hägersten, Sweden

Chris Johnnidis, Berkeley, CA, US

Donna Kingsman, Atlanta, GA, US

Ingrid V. Ladden, Fort Collins, CO, US

Monta Maki, Charlotte, NC, US

Margareta Malmberg Norring, Stockholm, Sweden

Deirdre Mitra, Chapel Hill, NC, US

Annick Nevejan, Amsterdam, Netherlands

Maria Nohlström, Stockholm, Sweden

Anita Nöstl-Hallberg, Lund, Sweden

Teri Peck, Watford, UK

Susanne Rådqvist, Höllviken, Sweden

Jarl Råstrand, Stockholm, Sweden

Niklas Rydbo, Göteborg, Sweden

Max Sandberg, Halmstad, Sweden

Hiroyuki Shimada, Tokyo, Japan

Åsa Silverberg, Tommarp, Sweden

Lisbeth Soerensen Hundested, Denmark 

Betty Tamposi, NH, US

Berry Trip, Wageningen, Netherlands

Eva Ullman, Stockholm, Sweden

Eva van der Fluit, Netherlands

Scott Weber, Berkeley, CA, US

Johan Wisén, Tullinge, Sweden

Annika Wohlström, Bromma, Sweden

Ros Wood, Sheffield, UK

Welcome New SCTRI Members!

In Memory of
Nancy Hague

long time member from Georgia who passed away earlier this year.
Nancy was a valued member of the SCT community for many years. She was involved in earlier years  

as part of Susan Gantt’s training group, and recently attended the 2011 SCT Annual Conference in Atlanta.
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Systems-centered® News
Systems-Centered	Training	and	Research	Institute,	Inc.
PO	Box	2118,	Decatur,	GA		30031,	US
www.systemscentered.com

SYStEMS-cENtErED® trAiNiNG
EVENtS AND WOrKSHOPS

Upcoming Training Opportunities
orgAnizATionAl dEvElopmEnT confErEncE - sTockholm

August 29-31

AnnUAl sysTEms-cEnTErEd TrAining WEEk - york, Uk
September 10-14: Foundation, Organizational consultancy, 

intermediate Skills training, and Leadership Development training

fAll WEEkEnd scT Workshop - philAdElphiA
November 2-4

sysTEms-cEnTErEd TrAining Workshops - sTockholm
January 21-24: Foundation, intermediate, OD and container training

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

More inside…


