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Everything in this Newsletter is here because a member of 
SCTRI has something they want to communicate to other 
members; everyone who has made the effort has something 
to say.

Their contribution opens the door for curiosity: what do 
other members think about what I said? Anyone resonate 
with it? So, when you look at something in the Newsletter, 
or skim or read it, you might try imagining a conversation 
– another member is talking to you. What resonates with 
you? What do you have to add? Did you learn something, 
or discover a connection you hadn’t thought about? 

We know from our theory as well as personal experience 
that crossing a boundary from an idea to print takes energy, 
it’s like speaking into a group. If you have a response, turn 
your energy into an email to the author. That’s a gift – 
they are no longer out on a limb without a paddle (I like 
the mixed metaphor!) Or, turn your response into print 
yourself by typing a paragraph or two for the Members 
Forum. If you have a longer project to offer get in touch 
with someone on the Newsletter group – we will be 
interested to hear and support your efforts.

The Newsletter is by members for members. We all, 
contributors and editors alike, look forward to hearing 
from you! .

From the Editor
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com

E-News
In case you missed it,  

check your inbox for the 
E-news. Find information on 

Upcoming Trainings, Member 
News and Organizational 

Updates.



Winter 2020 - Systems-Centered News page 3 

“We are like corks on the water of the group dynamic.”  
This statement, heard early in my SCT experience, 
reverberated through the years of my training; it intrigued 
and bothered me. I could really see that I was different in 
different places, and a lot of this felt out of my control. 
Put me back in company with my older sisters and I find 
myself behaving like a little brother. When I get back 
with old friends I have known since childhood I revert 
- we all revert – to familiar, tried and trusted patterns of 
interaction. We all know our characters – we learned our 
lines decades ago, and we play our parts beautifully. We go 
out of our way to meet up regularly because we enjoy these 
interludes; we enjoy revisiting our past selves – for a while 
– and the relationships do also allow for some differences 
to come in – sometimes. 

So, the system we are in really does influence what we 
can and can’t do, and at times I can feel helpless in the 
grip of the dynamic. At these times it is not as if I am 
influenced, it is as if I am controlled by the dynamic, like I 
have no choice. When I am in this experience it is because 
a survival role has been stimulated by the dynamic, and 
when I am captured by the role there is no other experience 
apart from my inner person role system experience. And 
of course, that will let in only what the role filter will 
permit – and that is everything that reinforces the role and 
supports the view of the world that comes from the role 
system, and nothing which contradicts it.

So, after 20 years of training in SCT, I know that system 
dynamics really do influence what we do, all the time. 
The system of which I am a part affects me deeply, often 
in ways which are hidden, subtle, difficult to see. This is 
what I find so intriguing.

So, if I am just a cork, what about my own responsibility? 
Since group dynamics are that powerful then surely it is in 
vain to profess that I can exercise personal responsibility. 
If the group wants to elect me scapegoat then surely there 
is nothing I can do about it, until the group recovers 
its projections and does its work. All I can do is hunker 
down and wait for the storm to pass. It’s like one of the 
all-time top get-outs: “It wasn’t me - a big boy did it and 
ran away.” In this case – “It wasn’t me - the group did it 
and ran away.” For those of us who study group dynamics, 
this position can be a very effective defence – it has an 
intellectual rigour, a version of which can support the 
responsibility bail-out. I can say “It’s the group, stupid.”  
Nothing to do with me.

And yet…this is where the corks on the water image 
bothers me. Yes, the system affects me deeply, and at 
times I can lose myself – get ambushed in an inner person 
survivor role and lose contact with the reality of the 

From the Director
Mike Maher 
mike.maher1@me.com

interpersonal world. However, this does not mean that I 
have no part in all of this. It behoves me, if I am to take 
up my membership of whatever system context I am in, to 
notice the dynamic and how it pulls on me, induces me 
into taking up behaviours which are old and familiar and 
which keep me safe – in the short term – and how I behave 
in this spot will influence the dynamic in ways I do not 
intend. It behoves me then to notice what is happening, 
with the goal of sidestepping the induction and seeing 
if I can behave in ways which are different from falling 
into the role-lock trap that has been prepared for me (and 
which I have collaborated in preparing for myself). From 
this vantage point I can take a look at what is going on 
and I can ask myself; how can I influence the group? 
How can I influence the system dynamic? I can even ask 
myself the hardest of questions - how am I volunteering for 
identified patient, or scapegoat? And am I going along with 
something that is wrong?

“is this the group or is this me?”
My repeated experience through my decades of being a 
member and leader of many groups of various types is the 
recurrent question – is this the group or is this me?  The 
answer I now have is – it’s both. The capacity to see both 
myself and the system at the same time is hard, yes, and it 
is the whole point of what we try to do in SCT. To deny 
one or the other is a flight from a reality which is difficult 
to embrace because it is uncomfortable and complex. It 
requires a wide and elastic grasp which holds open the 
experience and pays equal attention to both sides. For this 
undertaking we need a particular kind of group, both to 
generate the experience and assist in understanding it. 
These are the systems we build together in SCT.

As SCTRI is an experiment in applying the theory and 
methods to the running of our organization, this is also the 
kind of system we attempt to create in our organizational 
interactions. It is demanding to work with exploring issues 
as they arise and making decisions while denying ourselves 
the favorite short cuts on which we can usually rely.  If we 
don’t just blame and we don’t just exonerate, if we hold 
ourselves and each other to account whilst paying attention 
to the wider system dynamics that generated the pressures, 
then we find ourselves in a different place, a new world. 
And this is never finished – we are always up against 
entropy. 

To misquote TS Eliot: “And the System must be forever 
building, and always decaying, and always being restored.”

The correct quote is; “And the Church must be forever 
building, and always decaying, and always being restored” 
Eliot, T.S. Choruses from “The Rock”. 1934
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In clinical contexts stress emerges when there are important 
decisions to be made within limited time, limited 
information, and uncertainty about goals. Stress makes 
communication within and between systems more difficult 
by closing the boundary to information transfer thus 
limiting the systems decision-making capacity. Medical 
emergencies are prime examples of stressful situations 
in which communication is often difficult within and 
between systems, and yet important and life changing 
decisions often need to me made. Communication 
difficulties frequently arise between medical professionals 
and their patients or their proxy decision makers, between 
patients and their loved ones and between the loved ones, 
caregivers and other relatives. 

Studies have shown that empathic responses improve 
communication between medical professionals and 
those receiving care or their proxies. Empathy can open 
communication within stressful situations and in SCT 
functional subgrouping (FSG) is the core method used to 
enable information to cross system boundaries, with the 
hypothesis that then the system can better solve problems 
in relation to the current task. FSG is the practice of 
reflecting the heart of a communication, including the 
affective tone of the communication and is an example of 
an empathic response. 

The workshop presented at the 2019 SCTRI Conference, 
“In Case of Emergency: Functional Subgrouping, Empathy, 
and Decision-Making” sought to test this hypothesis 
through a role play of a fictionalized case involving a 
medical emergency. 

The Case
Specifically, the case upon which the role play was based 
involves an 85-year-old man who had experienced a 
cardiac event a few hours ago. He has been rushed to 
the hospital where he has been stabilized, intubated, 
and moved to an intensive care unit. Medical staff have 
gathered with the patient’s three adult children and have 
told them that the patient remains in critical condition. 
They are concerned that the patient’s heart may stop again 
and are asking the family how to respond in this event 
(in many American hospitals such an event is referred to 
as “coding” or “a code blue”). Three years previously, the 

patient’s spouse had a similar event and spent several weeks 
in the intensive care unit before dying.  These weeks were 
stressful for the family members gathered. Following the 
spouse’s death, the family members, including the patient, 
had agreed “this will never happen again.” Since one of 
the patient’s children is a medical professional who works 
closely with this medical team, the medical team is also 
aware of this “never again” agreement. Neither the patient 
nor other family members completed a durable power of 
attorney, advance directive or other document detailing 
specific wishes for treatment in the face of medical crisis or 
terminal diagnosis. The patient has run a family business 
for most of his adult life and two of his children work in 
the business. 

Putting SAVI to Work
Tracking the communication pattern in the System for 
Analyzing Verbal Interaction (SAVI), Yvonne Agazarian 
and Anita Simon developed a communication tool to 
objectively analyze how information crosses boundaries. 
Building on the work of Claude Shannon and Warren 
Weaver, SAVI recognizes that noise will impede the 
flow of information between systems. Noise in the 
system includes redundant, ambiguous, and contradictory 
communication patterns. In the Conference workshop, 
each participant in the role play received information that 
was not shared with other participants. This information 
deliberately introduced ambiguity and contradiction into 
the communication pattern. This noise emerged as the 
participants began to discuss the treatment options (goals) 
for this patient. 

Ambiguity involved the prognosis of the patient.  It was 
introduced into the system so that only the doctor presenting 
the medical options knew the specific probabilities for the 
patient’s recovery given the available treatment options. 

Contradiction was introduced into the system as each of 
the patient’s children had a different understanding of 
what “never again” meant. For example, to one sibling 
“never again” meant not being shut out of the decision-
making process as this sibling felt had happened at the 
time of the other parent’s death. This sibling wanted to 
“be there for this parent as the parent had always been 
there for me and to take any medical measures that might 

In Case of Emergency: Functional Subgrouping, 
Empathy, and Decision-Making in a Clinical  
Setting
Brian Conley  
bjconley@bwh.harvard.edu
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prolong my parent’s life, including invasive surgery.”  To 
another sibling, the “never again” meant avoiding the 
recriminations and alienated relationships within the 
family that occurred three years ago and taking on more 
responsibility for the patient’s care. For this sibling shared 
agreement on the course of treatment is more important 
than what any particular treatment option might involve. 
For the third sibling (the medical professional), “never 
again” meant not taking on the entire responsibility for 
the patient’s care as had happened previously. This sibling 
advocates for removal of life support and allowing natural 
death to occur.

Three Conversations
The role play occurred in three rounds. In the first round, 
no reflection was required (but was not prohibited). What 
emerged was:

 •  A “yes-but” personalized communication pattern 
quickly developed, reflecting the conflicts outlined 
in the case narratives presented to each of the 
participants. 

 •  One-up roles emerged from the sibling who 
advocated for aggressive medical care and the 
sibling who is a medical professional. 

 •  The former sibling asserted that he knew best 
because of the close work with his parent over 
many years in the family business. 

 •  The medical professional relied on her role as doctor 
as a basis for advocating comfort measures only. 
(The case did not specify genders for the patient 
or the patient’s children – genders were based 
on the gender of participants who volunteered to 
play a role. Coincidentally, the participant who 
volunteered to play the medical professional sibling 
is a medical doctor, lending authenticity to the 
role).  

 •  The hospital staff physician and the third sibling 
took on one-down roles. 

 •  The hospital staff member reminded the family 
that the decision was theirs but did not offer 
the information regarding prognosis that was 
contained in her case material. 

Following the role play, the observer participants and 
the active participants built a force field of driving and 
restraining forces toward the goal of making a decision 
regarding the care of the patient. 

In the second round of the role play, participants were 
invited, but not required to reflect. What emerged was:

 •  The sibling for whom agreement was the most 

important value began to reflect her siblings 
empathically. For example, acknowledging the 
unfairness of the burden of care falling on her 
sister the doctor three years ago and the hurt that 
the older brother had felt at that time. 

 •  Information that had been provided to each 
participant in their case write-ups began to emerge. 
Each of the participants had information that had 
been relevant to the death of their mother three 
years ago that was not known to the other siblings. 
With empathic reflection, this information began 
to emerge, and the tone of the discussion began to 
shift. 

 •  The siblings began to acknowledge the hurts 
the others had experienced. Although the family 
remained deeply divided about the course of 
treatment to pursue at this point and a “yes-but” 
communication pattern still emerged, each time a 
treatment option was proposed more information 
emerged. 

 •  The information that the medical staff hospital 
member was holding remained vague (the 
prognosis was severe, and a decision needed to be 
made quickly as another cardiac even could occur 
at any moment).  

The observer participants again joined the role-play 
participants to build a force-field of driving and restraining 
forces toward the goal of making a decision regarding the 
parent’s medical care. 

In the third round of the role play, functional subgrouping 
techniques were required. What emerged was:

 •  Early on the siblings agreed that the medical 
information would come from the medical staff 
member and not from the sibling who was a 
medical professional. This decision was based on 
the empathy built in the previous round in which 
the siblings began to understand the burden that 
their sister-doctor had felt for making the medical 
decisions and for taking responsibility for the care. 

 •  As siblings began to engage the medical staff 
member with more empathy, the information 
that this doctor had in the case material began to 
emerge. Initially, this began on an intrapersonal 
level as the doctor reviewed the case material again 
and realized that she had not taken in the crucial 
information that 60% of patients in this condition 
will die within a few days regardless of medical 
interventions, 30% will survive 6-months or more 
with severe cognitive and/or physical impairments 
and 10% will recover with minor cognitive or 
physical impairments. 
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 •  As this information came into the system, the 
prognosis was much worse than the two non-
medically trained siblings had expected or imagined 
when hearing “grave prognosis.”  Both the medical 
staff member and the sibling-doctor helped these 
siblings hear and understand this prognosis. 

 •  The group began to weigh the various options 
using a different communication pattern. The 
allotted time for this round ran out before the 
group could make a decision. 

The observer participants and the role-play participants 
then built a final force field of the driving and restraining 
forces in that round. 

The role play appears to confirm the hypothesis that 
empathic responses improve communication between 
medical professionals, their patients, and their caregivers. 
Empathic responses first between the siblings and later 
toward the medical staff member clearly helped open 

the communication channels within and between these 
systems. A next step in this form of hypothesis testing role 
play or case study would be to record and present the data 
captured in the Force Fields.

References: 

Kapucu, N. (2011). Collaborative decision-making in 
emergency and disaster management. International Journal 
of Public Administration, 36(6), 366-375. 

McCarthy, D.M., et. al. (2013). Emergency Department 
team communication with the patient: The patient’s 
perspective. The Journal of Emergency Medicine, 45,(2), 
262-270. 

Nordby, H., & Nøhr, Ø. (2008). Communication and 
empathy in an emergency setting involving persons in 
crisis. Scandinavian Journal of Trauma, Resuscitation & 
Emergency Medicine, 16(5). 

SCT and Conference 2020
Know Someone Who Might be Interested?

How did you first learn about Systems-Centered Training? Was it from a friend? A colleague? 
A workshop or talk? What sparked your interest?

Many of us learned about SCT from a colleague or friend who built on our curiosity and then 
suggested a next step where we could learn more. We are grateful to those who pointed us 

to our first SCT experience. Over the years this community and these trainings have been a 
source of tremendous professional and personal growth for each of us. 

This has us thinking about the people we know who may have emerging curiosity that we 
could explore with them – and if it fits, offer up a small next step they could take to learn 

more.

If you are working along—Yay! Enclosed in this Newsletter is a copy of the 2020 Conference 
brochure that you can share.

Know more than one person who might be interested?

Please contact Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com) for additional brochure or send 
them to the Conference pages of the SCT website at www.systemscentered.com/SCT-

Conference-2020. 

A personal connection from SCTRI members and training group participants is our best outreach!
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How Do We Keep Theory Alive and Use It In 
Practice?
Rowena Davis  
rdavis@rdaconsulting.net

SCT is a theory-driven practice. A question for us all in the 
SCT community is how do we keep a Theory of Living 
Human Systems (TLHS) alive and developing now that 
Yvonne Agazarian, the originator, is no longer with us?

I see pockets of work happening. Drop-in workshops at 
the Annual Conference offer theory. Training groups have 
theory components. There is a theory group on Zoom and 
a Board Theory group, both of which share the goals of 
exploring and developing theory. 

At the 2019 Annual Conference, Fran Carter ran an 
institute on “An Advanced Exploration of the Application 
of Theory and Methods in Contexts of Uncertainty.” This 
was open to participants who had completed the Authority 
Issue Group. I took part and came away energized and 
much more connected to theory. The rest of this article 
explores what we did to explore and integrate theory.

What helped make theory energizing and clearer? 

We started by looking at the theory chart. 
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Fran pointed out how the first page defines a TLHS; the 
second page describes the associated systems-centered 
methods, techniques and instruments for data collection. 

We then worked through the chart breaking it down and 
subgrouping around our understanding of the different 
aspects of the theory and its operational definitions.

One thing I learned was how pictures offer a way into 
a TLHS. Fran reminded us that the pictures came first, 

as Agazarian developed theory apprehensively. She made 
sense of the pictures as they came to her– often with mixed 
feelings of anguish and excitement– and worked to stay 
open and curious at the edge of the unknown to discover 
what the pictures meant. The next diagram reproduces 
the way Fran drew a TLHS, and its SCT methods and 
techniques on a flip chart.  I and others found this 
summary and the pictures simplified the theory chart and 
it “landed” with us at a deeper level than previously.
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We worked through each of the columns. Below are my 
notes from that, starting with hierarchy and isomorphy. 

Top two rows of Diagram 1:

Hierarchy (H). A TLHS states there is always a hierarchy 
of three systems – whether we see it or not– with a system 
above, a middle system and one below. We can draw this, 
as in Diagram 2, as three concentric circles or as three 
circles one above the other:

Diagram 2

In both instances, the system above is the context for the 
middle system and the middle system is the context for the 
system below.  Each level in the system is in the context of 
the system above it.

Isomorphy (I).  A TLHS posits that there is a flow of 
Energy and Information between different levels in the 
Hierarchy. Further, each level in the Hierarchy can be 
seen from the perspective of Context (C) Structure (S), 
Function (F) and Energy (E). A TLHS hypothesizes that 
there will be similarities between Structure, Function and 
Energy at different levels in the system, and there will be 
differences in different Contexts. 

Structure in a TLHS is operationalized as boundaries that 
are potentially open to Energy/Information. Boundaries 
open to differences that are similar enough and close 
to differences that are too different. The level of noise 
(ambiguity, contradiction and redundancy) in the 
communication affects  boundary permeability and hence 
the flow of information/energy. 

We can draw boundaries as circles. Circles can be 
too open (so energy/information remains disorganized); 
appropriately open (so energy/information gets organized); 
or closed (so there is no flow of energy/information 
between a system and its context). And we can create a 
force-field of driving and restraining forces to boundaries 
opening to organizing energy. Diagram 3 shows that as 
one restraining force is weakened, new ones arise, which 
in turn can be weakened creating a new quasi-stable 
equilibrium in Kurt Lewin’s words.

Diagram 3

Key: H= Hierarchy; I= Isomorphy; C= Context; S= Structure; E= Energy; F= Function; C= Contextualizing; B= 
Boundarying; V= Vectoring; SG= Subgrouping; RGC= Role, Goal, Context; PoD=Phase of Development; PAS = Person-as-
a-System ;PPF= Map of Past, Present, Future; HDM= Hierarchy of Defence Modification; FF= Force Field; SAVI= System 
for Analyzing Verbal interaction; FiR= Fork-in-the-road; FSG= Functional Subgrouping; PWR= Push, Wave & Row

Diagram 1
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Energy in a TLHS is defined as information. Energy/
information can be vectored towards or away from the 
system goals (the primary goals of survival, development and 
transformation and the secondary goals of environmental 
mastery). We can show these as the Fork-in-the-Road as 
per Diagram 4. Here the arrows represent the fork-in-the-
road between vectoring energy to the known (which often 
shows up as Explaining) or to Exploring the unknown. 

Diagram 4
This also gives us a picture of the forces in a system that 

keep a system stabilized for example between explaining 
and exploring.

Function in a TLHS is defined as the way in which 
similarities and differences are discriminated and 
integrated. As shown in Diagram 5, we can draw pictures 
of an un-discriminated system where differences have not 
yet come in, and ones where differences come in and get 
discriminated and integrated through the core method of 
Functional Subgrouping. 

Diagram 5
Below the dotted line in Diagram 1: 

Theory and application
A TLHS and its SCT methods are abstract ideas about 
living human systems. At the theory level there are no 
people. It is not until we look at SCT techniques that 
people come into the picture.

During the workshop, we kept working the boundary 
between the theory and the application levels. For example, 
we discovered that a flow of energy/information in relation 
to system goals is at the theory level; edge of the unknown 
is at the personal experience level. We recognized that a 
TLHS is like a ladder which offers rungs to come up above 
our human tendency to personalize; it offers a map to 
make sense of what is happening in a system with curiosity 
and without personalizing. 

We applied our understanding of a TLHS to think about 
what was happening in a context each of us was curious 
about – for example, organizational, clinical or purely 
theoretical, as well as our own Weekend Institute system. 
Using theory to guide us, we explored which techniques 
might help weaken restraining forces most easily in each 
situation. We recognized that clarifying overall goals when 
looking at and reviewing a case was a helpful place to start. 

In our work, the principles of building on similarities and 
identifying the easiest restraining force to weaken when 
working with a system led us to see that a force-field might 
be the easiest place to start to collect data. We hypothesized 
that the version of functional subgrouping that asks 
participants to build on similarities first might be easier 
and less different than introducing reflect and build from 
the go-get. We discovered a goal for ourselves of asking 
broad questions with curiosity and modelling the SAVI 
problem-solving pattern as a way of reducing restraining 
forces like giving opinions, Yes-butting, explaining, or 
giving ‘should’ advice.

All of the above helped us move from ‘got to apply 
the protocols’, which we recognized as coming from a 
pressurized survival role where we lost our ability to see 
the system-as-a-whole and our curiosity, to an Inter-
Person member role where we could think theory, develop 
hypotheses and adapt SCT methods and techniques to 
work in Role, Goal and Context and potentially influence 
the system-as-a-whole. 

We used functional subgrouping to explore our process 
and to weaken restraining forces as they emerged in 
our group. I left feeling curious and satisfied with the 
experience of us opening our boundaries to new ways of 
thinking and applying a TLHS and its associated methods 
and techniques.  

Thanks to Fran Carter, Sven-Erik Viskari, and Claudia 
Byram, also to Kitty Garlid and Ray Haddock from the 
Newsletter team for their comments. .
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The joy of white-water kayaking comes from flowing 
with the energy of the water. Learning to white-water 
kayak involves developing a relationship between the self, 
one’s equipment, and the water. As a kayaker moves past 
the novice phase, boundaries open to the flow of energy 
between the self and the river, mediated by the boat and 
paddle.  

Unfortunately, many beginning white-water kayakers never 
have this direct and deeply satisfying experience. Kayaking 
novices commonly paddle in situations that are well above 
their level of skill and comfort, leading to a high drop-out 
rate. Many beginners try white-water kayaking once and 
never come back after having suffered from frights and 
misadventures on the river. It is a normal response to avoid 
the danger of white-water and the potential for terror that 
can be evoked by rolling a kayak and encountering big 
rocks and waves. 

As a kayak instructor and graduate student in outdoor 
education, I have encountered the inherent difficulty of 
teaching white-water kayaking, a sport that by its nature 
evokes fear responses. The following article is based on the 
master ś degree thesis I wrote in 2017, seeking to apply the 
pedagogy of outdoor education and the Theory of Human 
Living Systems (TLHS) (Agazarian, 1997) to understand 
the process of teaching white water kayaking and to apply 
the learnings and discoveries that emerge to design white-
water kayaking training courses.

Data collection and theory
The data that I used in the thesis comes from observing 
during a three-day camp to teach beginning white-
water kayaking to children. I observed the children and 
instructors (sometimes from within a kayak on the river), 
recording observational data in field notes. I supplemented 
this data with conversations with leaders and students, 
videotaping student-instructor interactions, and audio 
recordings of interviews with an instructor and with a 
student group. The white-water kayaks used were small 
single person boats with a covered deck and a double 
blade paddle.  The instruction took place on land, in calm 
sections of river, and in sections with rapids. 

The pedagogy of outdoor education prioritizes experiential 
learning in the outdoor environment (Dewey, 1997; Kolb, 
1984). Students benefit from sensory learning experiences 
that take place in natural environments; instructors 

pay close attention to the context or “place” of learning 
(Dahlgren & Szczepanski, 2002). Outdoor education 
can be adapted to a wide variety of contexts to learn a 
variety of different subject matters, including nature and 
environmental issues, language, sports, history and maths 
as well as for personal and group development. 

The TLHS provides a useful lens to understand system 
development; the kayak camp was a teaching system that 
has as its goal teaching white-water kayaking to beginners. 
TLHS also has useful methodology for identifying driving 
and restraining forces within a system towards achieving 
the goals of that system.  As I have applied TLHS in the 
thesis, I have sought to identify leader behaviors that 
helped the teaching system move towards its goal of 
teaching beginners how to kayak. There is uncertainty 
within the field of outdoor education regarding how 
various program components lead to desired outcomes. 
TLHS, which collects data in system contexts to test 
hypotheses, was useful in clarifying leader behavior that 
were driving and restraining in achieving the system’s 
learning goals. Finally, TLHS, with its emphasis on 
context and goal helped to clarify how context related to 
the systems’ learning goals.  

Observations
Below follows a comprehensive description of the three day 
training program and the steps taken from arriving at the 
course to getting into white water, based on the fieldnotes.

At the camp the training takes place initially on land. 
Gathering in a circle, self-presentations are made as well 
as leaders clarifying roles, times and norms about safety 
and helping at the camp. Information is then given to 
the students to assemble their equipment to get ready 
for paddling. Any needing to borrow equipment are led 
to find what they need by a leader, while the others get 
ready by themselves. Once given their equipment and 
ready with clothing and kayaks they went to the shoreline, 
launching in their own time. Some students, with previous 
experience, started paddling around. Others, with no or 
less experience, either asked what to do or stood passive 
on the shore. By-standing parents finally helped the last 
students to launch. Once in the water leaders gathered 
with students in smaller groups with the goal of teaching 
fundamental skills. Another goal was gathering data about 
levels of skill among the group, to support making groups 
of similar ability for sessions to follow.

A Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS)  
& SCT Go Kayaking
Jonas Forsmark  
jonas@softskills.se
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Next, in a flatwater area, the children in the beginners 
group have the task of learning basic strokes and handling 
of the kayak. They learn to go forward, backwards, 
and to turn and edge the kayak. As a teaching method 
the instructors primarily use the method “Tell (giving 
verbal instructions) -Show (demonstrating the task) -Do 
(students doing it themselves)”. Before leaving the first 
session every student is told to do a wet exit, meaning 
turning upside down and coming out of the kayak, for 
some this caused considerable anxiety. Here is an excerpt 
from the fieldnotes:

“I do not know if I dare,” said Robert. The leader was 
standing in the water next to everyone as they took turns 
to flip the kayak upside down, by leaning out over the 
side of the kayak. There were two children who hesitated 
a long time before they went around. Robert got stuck as 
he tried to get out too quickly. (Fieldnotes Tuesday am).

The activity of practicing wet exits continued, now it was 
Lisá s turn:

“Well done Lisa”, said Ted, as she comes up to the surface. 
“Was it scary?” “Yes”, she says. They emptied the kayak of 
water and put the spraydeck back on. “Really scary” she 
says. “Will you do it again with spraydeck on if I jump 
in the water afterwards?” Ted says, smiling. “No”, she 
says, “but if my father does, he is a real scaredy cat”. As 
her father was nearby and promised to jump in, the girl 
approved to turn upside down with spraydeck on. “Well 
done” says Ted “that was not so scary, was it?” No reply. 
(Fieldnotes Tuesday am).

(Robert went home later in the evening while Lisa stayed 
the week.)

In the sessions to follow the students were learning and 
paddling in the whitewater environment. Initially they 
practiced paddling across the river, facing upstream against 
the running water (a maneuver called ferrygliding). This 
demands anticipating the current, keeping an appropriate 
angle and also edging the kayak so not to be flipped over by 
the force of the water. Here the students got instructions, 
feedback and did a lot of repetitions going back and forth 
across the river. As they got more confident and skilled, 
the instructor brought the group further upstream into 
conditions demanding more complex maneuvers.

In the white-water-area, they integrate the skills learned 
on flat-water and start to notice and read the water 
environment, so they can respond proactively and flexibly. 
In white-water, they also learn new skills, e.g. applying 
functional speed to be able to cross boundaries between 
features in a rapid.

Forcefield-analysis of observations 
following the stages of training
In SCT forcefields are used as a method for gathering data 
and analysing driving and restraining forces in relation 
to the system goals. Here the forcefield is applied to 
analyse the stages of the training and the phases of system 
development. 

Stage of training: Preparing for paddling
Driving forces Restraining forces
Leaders clarifying; roles, boundaries in time and space 
and norms of safety and helping

Participants ambiguous and or contradictory presenta-
tions of self.

Leaders attending students needing help with getting 
their equipment
Students getting themselves ready, using their knowledge 
and problem solving skills

Beginners left to own device, becoming anxious and frus-
trated.

Student asking what to do Un-noticed passive students not knowing how to launch



Theory, Research, & Application

Winter 2020 - Systems-Centered News page 13 

When analysing the forcefields in terms of system 
development, the first and second phase has the  
characteristics of f light: anxiety, ambiguous 
communication and avoidance. The third stage of training 
displays complaints and students labelling practice as 
boring. There is also yes-butting the leader signaling 
development towards fight-phase. Other data supporting 
system development was the change towards greater level 
of independency, on the third day the children got dressed, 
readied the equipment themselves and maneuvered longer 
stretches of the river successfully without the instructors 
intervening. Parallel to the students learning to kayak, 
data suggests the group as a system also developed.

Learnings and discoveries
The student kayakers move from simple to more complex 
as they acquire sequentially more skills and navigate 
in more difficult and dynamic conditions. As water is 
moving fast down the river, onto and over rocks, pushing 
and bouncing off the riverbank, different water-features 
and obstacles are created. The kayaker handles the kayak 
while paying attention and adapting to the surrounding. 
When paddling down the river the kayaker might want 

to turn in to the left, to catch an eddy (an area of calm 
water) behind a rock. For this she will steer to position 
for an appropriate angle of approach, judging the speed 
of water and the looks of the eddy. Applying speed, she is 
driving the boat forward, keeping her eyes at the top of the 
eddy. Getting nearer she is adjusting the angle of approach, 
edging the boat steadily while making an inside turn at the 
crossing of the eddy line (the boundary between turbulent  
and calm water), thereby avoiding falling over at the edge 
to the still water inside the eddy and instead making use of 
that opposing force to make a quick turn. Getting it right 
she will feel it like a thrill in the belly, like when going in 
a swing.

For a beginner to get there, the stages of training relate to 
the SCT principle of small steps, introducing differences 
at a pace that the boundaries remain open. Also similar 
with SCT is the practice of learning the skills in one phase 
(environmental context) that will then be acquired to 
manage the next.

Returning to the situation when the students were turning 
upside down, there is the possibility of discriminating the 
natural survival response from old role survival responses. 
Robert says “I don t́ know if I dare” just before turning his 

Stage of training: Learning fundamental paddling skills
Driving forces Restraining forces
Specific and concise verbal instructions Ambiguous, contradictory and redundant instructions
Clear demonstrations Ambiguous and contradictory demonstrations
Students actively practicing Students anxiety and fear
Instructors checking out abilities Instructor inattentive to anxious student
Instructor mirroring student
Student building on instructor

Stage of training: Paddling moving water
Driving forces Restraining forces
Students learning to read and pay attention to features in 
the river

Redundant practice, too much of the same

Students adjusting speed, edge and direction in relation 
to features in the river

Student complaining about the response of the kayak and 
yes-butting leader

Leaders moving to increasing difficulty of environment 
depending on students’ level of skill and confidence
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boat upside-down. This we can hypothetically perceive 
as coming from a passed adaptive role, from which he 
might have been holding a negative prediction about 
what was going to happen and so provoking fear. When 
turning over he is instantly reaching his head back up 
towards the surface, fighting to get out of the boat, a very 
natural survival response when breathing is restricted. It 
is interesting to hypothesise in a situation like this, what 
would happen if the instructor had intervened to undo the 
anxiety and increasing curiosity prior to the capsize?

Summary and Next Steps
Using a TLHS lens to view the data gathered from a white-
water kayaking camp has been useful in identifying the 
driving and restraining forces for this outdoor educational 
program in achieving its goal of training beginning white-
water kayakers. The TLHS/SCT lens helped to evaluate the 
training program design and interventions in terms of how 
they help learners to stay out of closed boundary survivor 
roles and maintain relatively permeable boundaries to learn 
to white-water kayak. Within TLHS and SCT, differences 
that are just noticeable facilitate system development 
versus differences that are experienced as too big. The 
teaching system adopted this principle in its structure, 
moving from simpler to more complex environments, 
e.g. flat-water to white-water. In addition, SCT seeks to 
undo restraining forces, e.g. anxiety, in sequential way 
to facilitate exploration. There are examples when the 
kayaking instructors followed this principle by cultivating 
an atmosphere of fun and reality testing, e.g. that leaders 
are close at hand for rescues and through behaviours akin 
to functional subgrouping. There were also situations 
when SCT interventions such as centering and undoing 
anxiety could support the student development.

This analysis demonstrates the utility of using TLHS/
SCT to evaluate the driving and restraining forces towards 
achieving the system goals at a white-water kayaking camp. 
Another discovery of this analysis was the adaptability 
of the system’s approach to a system that is profoundly 

embedded in its environmental context, specifically white-
water. Based on this work, I believe that the systems 
approach can be used to analyse and design other outdoor 
educational training programs. With that in mind and 
from my current role in the educational committee for the 
Swedish Canoe Federation, I plan to use systems theory 
to guide my development of the national training scheme 
for instructors. Adapting SCT concepts to training white-
water will, I believe, reduce barriers to entering the sport 
of white-water kayaking. 

Thanks to Neal Spivack for putting energy and sharing 
interest in the writing of the article and Rowena Davis for her 
advice and support during my work with the masters thesis. 
Building on this work I will be developing a national training 
scheme for white-water kayak instructors for the Swedish 
Canoe Federation. 

References: 

Agazarian, Y.M. (1997). Systems-centered therapy for 
groups. New York, NY: Guilford Press. Re-printed in 
paperback (2004). London, UK: Karnac Books. 

Dahlgren, L-O. and Szczepanski, A (2002) Outdoor 
education: Literary education and sensory experience. Kinda 
education centre, Kisa: Kisa tryckeriet AB 

Dewey, John (1997) Experience and Education. New York: 
Touchstone (Original work published 1938) 

Forsmark, J. (2017). Leading and teaching whitewater 
kayaking: Efficient outdoor leadership viewed from 
a theory of human living systems. (Master’s thesis.) 
Linköping University, Linköping, Sweden. 

(https://www.systemscentered.com/Portals/0/Thesis_
Jonas_Forsmark.pdf?ver=2017-09-01-072005-947 )

Kolb, D. (1984) Experiential learning: Experience as the 
source of learning and development. New Jersey: Prentice-
Hall .



Theory, Research, & Application

Winter 2020 - Systems-Centered News page 15 

Holacracy®: Putting Role, Goal and Context  
Into Practice 
Peter Kunneman 
peter.kunneman@lichtopdezaak.nl

Diederick Janse 
diederick@energized.org

Introduction
This article explores the usefulness of Holacracy as a 
working operationalization of the SCT Role-Goal-Context 
framework. We are building experience in the Netherlands 
of combining SCT and Holacracy in our work with 
organizations. The early results of these experiments are 
promising. We hope this inspires more experimentation in 
other parts of the world.

What is Holacracy?
Holacracy is a rule-based framework for self-organization 
(Laloux, 2014) around purpose, which is comparable 
to “goal” in SCT. It was developed by Brian Robertson 
and has been adopted by over a thousand small and large 
organizations around the world. Self-organization offers 
an alternative for the management hierarchy, which has 
been the default model for structuring and governing 
organizations for centuries (Robertson, 2015).

The key distinction between Holacracy and the management 
hierarchy lies in how they treat responsibility and authority. 
In a management hierarchy, these start out as centralized 
in (top) management and are then delegated down to 
lower organizational levels and positions. In Holacracy, 
responsibility and authority are neither centralized nor 
delegated, instead they are distributed. Unlike delegated 
authority, distributed authority cannot be revoked or over-
ruled by higher levels of management. It is a transfer of 
authority, rather than a provisional loan.

Another key element of Holacracy concerns the location 
of responsibility and authority. It is neither a person nor a 
position, but instead a role (Robertson, 2015). A role (in 
Holacracy) is a functional organizational construct that is 
defined and bounded by its purpose, as well as by specific 
accountabilities, all of which are explicitly documented. In 
contrast to positions or job descriptions, roles are defined 
and revisited regularly by those filling them; one person 
often fills multiple roles. Conversely, a role can also be 
filled by multiple people, all of whom gain full authority 
to realize its purpose and accountabilities using their own 
best judgment (i.e. everyone ‘self-manages’ and takes 
responsibility for their own roles).

Roles are grouped together around a common purpose in 
“circles,” which are autonomous in how they organize and 
collaborate amongst each other. A circle is simultaneously 
part of a larger context, which is the broader circle. In 
this manner, a Copywriter role may exist in a Marketing 
circle, which is itself part of a Company circle. The 
Marketing circle, within the boundaries of its purpose and 
accountabilities, may define its own roles as it sees fit, and 
remove or revise them at any time. This is done in regular 
“governance meetings,” which are highly structured and 
give all circle members a voice in the decision-making.

Governance meetings are lead by an elected Facilitator and 
follow a specific format, called the “integrative decision-
making process.” It consists of the following steps:

1. Present proposal - one member presents a proposal 
(e.g. to create a new role or revise a policy) that she 
thinks may solve a specific tension she senses from one 
of her roles. A tension in Holacracy is defined as a gap 
between how things are and how they could or should 
be. 

2. Clarifying questions - other members may ask clarifying 
questions about the proposal and its underlying tension; 
the proposer may answer them or say “Not specified.”

3. Reaction round - members share whatever reactions 
they have to the proposal (suggestions, relevant 
information, emotional impact, etc.) in a round, one 
person at a time.

4. Amend & clarify - the proposer may optionally clarify 
or amend her proposal, without any obligation to 
respond to or integrate what was said during the 
reaction round

5. Objection round - members state “Objection” or “No 
objection” one at a time in a round, to indicate whether 
they see any reason the proposal might cause harm. 
The elected Facilitator may test objections against four 
validity criteria. This filters out objections that stem 
from perfectionism, generalizations, predicting the 
future, and responding from person system instead of 
a functional role. If there are no (valid) objections, the 
proposal is adopted.
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6. Integration - members engage in a short, focused 
discussion to amend the proposal in such a way that 
it no longer causes the (valid) objections, while still 
addressing the proposer’s original tension, followed by 
another objection round on the amended proposal.

Holacracy is a framework that is based, not on principles 
or theory, but on rules. These rules define how roles and 
circles may act and interact in pursuit of purpose. They 
are documented in the Holacracy Constitution, which 
is a generic, open-source document that can be found at 
holacracy.org. When an organization adopts Holacracy, 
the first step is for its existing powerholders (e.g. the CEO) 
to formally ratify the Constitution. Once signed, any 
decision made by anyone in the organization according to 
these rules has the full weight and legitimacy of a decision 
taken by one of the powerholders. To illustrate, this means 
a former CEO may now have to ask permission from a role 
filled by a former subordinate, rather than the other way 
around (Janse & Bogers, 2013)

Finally, the structure of circles and roles is not static; it 
evolves continuously and in a distributed manner. There is 
no central architect, instead anyone that senses a tension 
has the power to propose a change to the structure. If 
fellow circle members have no objections, the proposal 
is accepted and put into practice. In this way, Holacracy 
enables a living structure (system) that is continuously 
evolving and adapting in a decentralized way, using the 
tensions sensed by its members to move ever closer to its 
purpose.

The Similarities and Differences 
Between SCT and Holacracy 
How we approached OD clients before we found 
Holacracy

The way we apply SCT in organizations is best captured 
by the “golden triangle” (Ekberg, 2015).

Picture 1: Golden Triangle (Martin Ekberg, 2015)

Role-Goal-Context
Picture 2 Role-Goal-Context: alignment of goals 
within organizations

The Role-Goal-Context model is a translation of the basic 
systems view (Gantt & Agazarian, 2005):

 -  Systems have a goal, a boundary and exchange 
information (energy) with the world in which they 
exist 

 -  Systems are nested; each system orients itself to a 
larger system and is itself the context for a smaller 
system

 -  Roles are systems themselves (with a goal, a boundary 
and exchange of information)

Applying the R-G-C model with OD clients, we start by 
exploring what the major context for the team is, and what 
the goal is of that context. Next, we explore the goal of the 
team itself and how it is aligned to the goal of its major 
context. The exploration further evolves in exploring 
whether the goals of functional roles are aligned with the 
goals of the team (Sundlin & Sundlin, 2014). 

Very often, we find that the alignment of goals is not 
functional and that there is no systematic mechanism for 
testing whether actions are aligned to the goal of a context. 

We have asked ourselves how we might further improve 
this tested approach. To do so we will look at similarities 
between Holacracy and SCT first, differences second. 

Role - Goal - Context
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Similarities between SCT and 
Holacracy 
Similarity 1: the first striking parallel is the basic structure 
of the circle, purpose and role which is fully aligned with the 
SCT Role-Goal-Context model. See this visualization of 
an organization that is organized on Holacracy principles. 

Picture 3  Holacracy Organization Chart

As in SCT we see nested systems (circles) and within circles 
we see roles (also systems) that have the same structure as 
circles. Each circle and role has a clear purpose, as well as 
specific accountabilities, which are captured and visualized 
in software as shown in the picture above.

Similarity 2: Tensions in Holacracy and differences in 
SCT language have a lot in common. Practicing Holacracy 
means getting very sensitive to tensions, and using the 
authority granted by the roles to address them. In fact, 
the Holacracy framework itself was created in response to 
specific tensions sensed by its founder Brian Robertson, not 
guided by theory (Robertson, 2015). As stated Holacracy 
is designed around ‘surfacing and solving tensions’ to 
move roles and circles towards their purpose. Similarly, In 
SCT we ‘discriminate, explore and integrate differences’ 
to move a system towards its goal (‘survive, develop and 
transform’).

Similarity 3: Holacracy defines specific protocols to solve 
tensions and to validate objections to proposed solutions. 
In SCT we also work with protocols to weaken restraining 
forces in different phases of development. 

Similarity 4: In Holacracy, tensions are addressed one at a 
time, and from one person at a time. This is like functional 
subgrouping in which differences are explored one at a 
time, resulting in a sequential approach to integrating 
differences.

Similarity 5: In Holacracy, accountabilities, tasks and 
requests are given to (functional) roles, not to people. This 
helps to take things less personally, similar to how we 
train ourselves in SCT not to take things just personally 
by seeing the system rather than the person and to clearly 
define functional roles.

Differences between SCT and 
Holacracy
Difference 1: In Holacracy, power is distributed throughout 
the organization, replacing a hierarchy of power and 
positions with a structure of purpose. SCTRI, being 
the best example of an actual SCT organization, has a 
functional hierarchy, which is best shown in the  picture 
of the conference organization.
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Difference 2: Related to the first difference, a role in 
Holacracy has plenipotentiary power within the boundaries 
of its purpose and accountabilities. People in roles are 
invited to fully own this power and to act as they see fit to 
fulfill the purpose of the role. When these actions lead to 
tensions with other roles, these are addressed using specific 
protocols, either in person or in one of the meeting formats 
Holacracy defines.

In SCT we make decisions based on consensus after a 
process of integrating differences through functional 
subgrouping (e.g. switching the ventilator off in the room). 
In some cases, a member receives a mandate from the 
group to act with plenipotentiary power in a well-described 
domain. This latter case is the rule in Holacracy: 9 out 
of 10 decisions are taken autocratically, within a role, not 
based on consensus.

Difference 3: SCT is developed from a theory (TLHS), 
generating a set of hypotheses which are constantly being 
tested and validated. In contrast, Holacracy was developed 
in response to tensions (e.g. how to take decisions 
efficiently while still giving everyone a voice), followed 
by experiments in solving those tensions (e.g. testing a 

specific decision-making process taken from Sociocracy 
and adapted into the current process used in governance 
meetings).

Difference 4: Holacracy was developed in a business 
context, whereas SCT was developed in a clinical and 
academic context.

Difference 5: The scope of Holacracy is limited to the 
context of organizational structure, whereas SCT has a 
much wider scope: working with any systems in multiple 
contexts to enable problem-solving in relation to primary 
(survive, develop and transform) and secondary (goal in 
context) goals.

Now that we have seen the major similarities and 
differences, we will focus on how the two approaches can 
reinforce each other. 

How We Introduce SCT with 
Holacracy Clients
We have introduced SCT to clients that already had 
implemented Holacracy for a number of years and with 
clients that were new to both Holacracy and SCT.

Picture 4 SCT Conference 2019 Organizational Chart
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In organizations we work with coaching systems of two: 
a Holacracy coach and an SCT coach. We build strong 
coaching systems using frequent subgrouping and making 
force fields of both our and the client team’s performance. 
This way we function as role models for a strong team, 
which is reflected in the feedback we get. (Kunneman, 
2016) 

With one experienced client we invited a variety of 
different people with different roles to work with us in a 
half-day workshop to create a force field of the driving and 
restraining forces to implementing Holacracy successfully 
in the organization. We boiled down the resulting force 
field into the following, condensed version. It paints a 
picture that we believe is representative for many other 
organizations having adopted Holacracy.

Picture 5 Force Field: the goal of getting better results by 
implementing Holacracy 

Driving forces   Ò Ñ Restraining forces

Transparency on roles People are staying in their 
comfort zone and are 
allowed to stay 0here (no 
accountability)

Decision bottlenecks 
removed

Autonomy not (equally) 
taken up by all roles/circles

Easier and more frequent 
org. changes

Holacracy encourages self-
ishness

Adopting a (any) 
goal-driven system

Feelings of missing a boss

Consistent and predictable 
meeting format

Hiding behind roles 
instead of helping (“Not 
my role”)

More focused meetings 
(on tensions, actions)

Not respecting the author-
ity of roles

Empowering people to 
make decisions

Interaction becomes 
mechanical, energy goes 
down

Takes drama and ego out 
of the equation

Not bringing in (meaning-
ful) tensions

Structure brings freedom 
(to focus on work)

Usual suspects doing all 
the talking

More diversity in roles 
people pick up

From the driving forces we infer these developmental 
goals: ‘taking up functional roles to reach goals’. From 
the restraining forces we infer these implicit goals: ‘to 
stay in person, to sabotage and to defy giving and taking 
authority’.

This offers a good starting point for an SCT-based 
organizational development program. As a result of their 
experience with practicing Holacracy, people:

 -  are relatively open to a new (different) approach 
like SCT

 -  already understand how to work with Role, Goal 
and Context

 -  accept structured interventions (protocols) as a 
useful way of working

 -  have become sensitive to tensions (differences) and 
take them less personally

What we offer these clients is a program of 6 one-
day team development workshops, roughly a month 
apart. We work with them on basic SCT skills, such as 
making force fields, functional subgrouping, undoing 
speculations, reducing noise, recognizing the authority 
issue and weakening old adaptive roles. The goal of the 
program is to weaken the restraining forces for a successful 
Holacracy implementation (see force field above).

When a client has experience with neither Holacracy nor 
SCT, we offer an integrated program. This program consists 
of regular Holacracy coaching (including introducing the 
tactical and governance meeting formats), as well as a third 
type of meeting which is the ‘team development meeting’ 
(or simply ‘team meeting’, with a 4-hour duration and 
monthly frequency).

These team meetings offer a container for systematically 
exploring and integrating personal and interpersonal 
differences (or tensions, in Holacracy), while functional 
role and organizational differences are addressed in the 
regular Holacracy meetings, in which we increasingly 
use SCT tools as well. The content of the team meetings 
is similar to what has been described above (i.e. basic 
SCT skills). Our involvement continues until an elected, 
internal process leader is skilled enough to lead the 
subgrouping in the team.

Experiences So Far With Clients
Although we have only tested using the two approaches 
together in a few organizations, we believe the results 
are interesting enough to share more widely, while we 
continue to experiment and explore.

Working with a team in a large government agency, we 
introduced the additional team development meeting 
(SCT), as well as systematically developed our coach/
trainer system before and after every team meeting. After 
only four months, we both observed that we had made 
more progress in each of our domains (self-organization 
with Holacracy and team development with SCT) than 
either of us had before, working apart. Team members 
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remarked that they had not seen a similar developmental 
leap in twenty years of working there. They started 
out with strong fight energy, complaining about higher 
management. Only four months later, they spoke openly 
about their tensions and differences and used their energy 
constructively to “pick their battles” as well as propose 
specific changes, both within the team and in the larger 
organization. Team members routinely called out and 
worked to undo noise and speculations, both inside and 
outside of meetings. Long-standing, deeply rooted tensions 
surfaced and were explored and integrated, in a way where 
Holacracy and SCT were not only complementary, but 
also strongly enhanced each other.

We also worked with a team in a mid-sized software 
company that had been stuck in conflict for as long as 
they could remember and had a bad reputation within 
the company. The company had adopted Holacracy some 
years previously, but the members of this team struggled 
with the authority issue, refusing to take up their own 
authority or accept their fellow circle members’ authority 
as granted by their functional roles in Holacracy. 

After five team-development meetings the team reported 
that their results had become much better and their 
reputation in the organization improved which they (partly) 
attributed to the team-development meetings. Members of 
the team started to check mindreads and use paraphrasing 
in their mutual communication. Some members had made 
it a practice to use functional subgrouping for strategic 
meetings with positive results. 

Potential
We are excited by the potential of this combination and are 
determined to extend the experiment to more clients and 
to develop better ways of combining the two approaches. 
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SCT IN OAKLAND
Weekend Institute: April 18 & 19 
5-Day Conference: April 20-24

You can register for the SCT Annual Conference online at www.systemscentered.com.

Early registration rates are available until February 28th.

We also hope you will join “the group” staying at the Conference Hotel,  
The Marriott Oakland City Center.

Participants who have stayed at the Conference hotel in the past have said they appreciate:

 Discounted rates at the hotel and a discount on Conference registration for staying at the hotel; 

 Easier access to social activities & impromptu lobby gatherings;

 Being able to easily stop by their room during the day.

By guaranteeing a certain number of rooms at the Conference hotel, SCTRI is able to negotiate a lower cost 
for meeting rooms thereby, allowing us to keep the costs of the Conference down for everyone.

Hotel reservations must be made by March 20th  
to take advantage of our discounted rates.
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SCT Training Overview
The SCT training curriculum offers training opportunities at 
the four levels described below, as well as specialty training 
in SAVI (a communications model) and in applying SCT to 
particular contexts (e.g., organizations, psychotherapy).

Four Levels of SCT Training: 
Exploration, Foundation, 
Intermediate and Advanced
Each level includes work with SCT theory, experiential 
practice (learning by working as a member of a group), 
skill development and observation training. We encourage 
you to develop in SCT by attending training events to the 
level that matches your interest and resources. 

The SCT approach to training is skill-based and focused 
on mastering the theory, methods, and techniques at 
each level of training rather than “checking off” certain 
experiences. Readiness to take the next steps is determined 
by self-assessment and consultation with trainers, mentors 
and peers in relation to criteria and outcomes goals for that 
level. Moving through any training pathway in SCT is 
paced by each individual’s time, energy and resources, and 
by development of skills appropriate to each training level.

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 groups 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, as your interests and resources permit.

Foundation Training: Learning SCT
Foundation level training in SCT is the next step from 
exploring systems-centered ideas. The training events 
are the same – the difference is a change of goal, from 
exploration to mastery; from following one’s personal 
interests and learnings to preparing to use systems-centered 
methods with others. The Foundation training emphasizes 
learning to use SCT methods with one’s self and gaining 
the personal development that comes from working in an 
ongoing training group with sufficient intensity to develop 
a systems-centered rather than person-centered perspective 
of group dynamics.  The major outcomes of Foundation 
level training are:

• Being able to work in a subgroup

• Understanding the shift from a personal to a member 
perspective

• Skill in using the SCT protocols on oneself

• Sufficient exploration of issues with authority to be 
able to contain and explore them.

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: Applying SCT 
in Context
The focus in Intermediate training is on learning to 
use systems-centered methods and techniques to build 
working systems with others. This builds on Foundation 
level work, in which members learn the basics of using 
systems-centered methods with themselves. 

Members move from Foundation to Intermediate level 
training based on readiness. For the shift from Foundation 
to Intermediate level work, members have worked in an 
SCT experiential group sufficiently to have:

• Learned to subgroup, recognizing the fork in the 
road between explaining and exploring

• Learned how to work with SCT techniques to undo 
their own anxiety, tension, depression and outrage

• Recognized their pulls to compliant and defiant roles 
and role-locks

• Developed a sufficient awareness of their own 
authority issues to be able to contain and explore 
them, rather than act them out

• Developed a good ability not to take others and 
themselves “just personally”

• Developed ability to recognize and shift from a 
person-centered to a member perspective

• Developed a working knowledge of systems-centered 
theory, methods, and techniques, which forms the 
basis for applying SCT with others. 

Making this shift signals members’ intention to make SCT 
a major orientation in their work. Intermediate level work 
is the base from which members becomes eligible to apply 
for licensing as an SCT Practitioner, if that is their goal. 

Systems-Centered Training Program
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Intermediate training includes: Intermediate Skills 
Training, Intermediate Mentor Training, and the Authority 
Issue Group. Intermediate members work in a Theory 
group, Consultation and their ongoing training groups. 
Members interested in applying SCT in organizational or 
task-focused contexts get practice by joining an SCTRI 
work group to develop skill in applying their SCT skills in 
the service of task goals.

Advanced Training: Continuing  
Development
Advanced training emphasizes the integration of 
comprehensive and apprehensive knowledge into 
functional roles that relate to the goal of the context. 
Advanced training is ongoing and can be done in several 
contexts:

• 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 as a context for 
advanced training. Anyone who has completed the 
Authority Issue Group in Intermediate level training, 
may apply to serve on the Board of Directors

• Participating in the advanced training track offered 
at the Annual Conference for post-Authority Issue 
Group members

• Participating in Theory groups, which support the 
ongoing exploration of innovations, leading edge 
thinking and amplification of different aspects of the 
Theory of Living Human Systems and its application

• Working with mentors to develop additional training 
opportunities, including workshops, consultation 
and research. .

Intermediate and Advanced 
Intermediate Training at SCT 
Conference 2020
April 18-24 Oakland, California 

As the 2020 Annual Conference approaches some of you 
may be thinking about moving to Intermediate Level 
Training. Others, already Intermediate, may be wondering 
what is available to them, so here is an overview.

Moving to Intermediate Level 
Training.
Intermediate training shifts the focus from working with 
oneself to learning to apply the methods and skills and 
build systems with others.  Two notable shifts occur in the 
transition from Foundation to Intermediate training.

The first shift occurs with regard to entrance requirements. 
Foundation-level training is open to all, and no prerequi-
site skill is required. Intermediate training builds on the 
skills acquired in Foundation Training and requires an 
application. Moving to this level means you know enough 
about SCT to want to make it a major orientation in your 
work. You are making a significant investment in learning 
while the training system is investing energy in your train-
ing.  If you are thinking about Intermediate Level training 
the first step is consultation with your primary trainer to 

assess your readiness. The next step is making an applica-
tion to join the Intermediate Skills Training (IST), where 
the explicit incorporation of leadership skills begins. This 
is the first core training at the Intermediate level, and is 
offered at the 2020 SCT Conference as a 7-day program.

Developing within Intermediate 
Level Training. 
Thinking about your leading edges of development can be 
a guide to deciding which events are most relevant to you. 
All Intermediate level events are designed to be contexts for 
development – not “once and done.” Joining an event the 
second time, or more, is a context for new learning. Even 
joining a Drop-In group, targeted for newer members, is a 
learning opportunity if your goals are clear. For example, 
you may be developing your skills in workshop design.

The second shift is with the creation and use of force 
fields. Force fields created in Foundation level training 
tend to focus on group development. Intermediate level 
training applications require force fields that gauge the 
development of one’s own SCT skills and readiness for 
the next level of training.  We also discover the difference 
between an individual force field and a Member force 
field, related to the specific context in which we are 
working. Proficiency in creating functional, clear, and 
behaviorally specific force fields is a key skill developed 
during Intermediate trainings.

Program Notes
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The SCT Pre-Conference Weekend Institute and the 
Five-Day Conference offer several opportunities to further 
your Intermediate Level Training or extend your range 
of skills. Note: prerequisites range from none to other 
Intermediate Level Trainings. Check the Conference 
program on the SCTRI website for specific prerequisites  
(systemcentered.com).

Pre-Conference Weekend Institute

• Observing a Systems-Centered Foundation Group

• Using Differences for Development in Organizations 

SCT Training Center Update

Please check the latest E-News for updates on our Training Center.

Did You Ever Wonder Why…
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com

Fran Carter 
Carter2229@aol.com

Did you ever wonder why a criterion for being in Interme-
diate level training is being a member of SCTRI? 

The decision to require membership was made early on, 
when the training system was developing. One of the 
discriminations between Foundation and Intermediate 
training was at the Intermediate level members have the 
commitment to use SCT as the primary orientation to 
one’s work. With this in mind, many more advanced 
trainings were developed to provide the contexts for skill 
building, theoretical understanding, personal development 
and observation.

SCTRI was formed to house this training and research 
mission and the organization has developed to meet the 
needs of those in training -  creating a website, training 

and research materials for members, the Newsletter and 
E-news to share information throughout the system, and a 
peer review assessment team  to insure the fidelity  of SCT 
is maintained in the larger world. Most importantly, we 
have developed the conference system to provide training 
for those who do not have training opportunities in their 
own community.

Requiring those of us at the Intermediate level and beyond 
to take up membership in SCTRI means all of us help 
build the system that provides the context for our train-
ing and development. And, as hopefully we all know, the 
membership fee is set with the norm that members can pay 
more or less depending on their own circumstances.  

Organizational memory needs questions to keep it alive 
and growing. Remember, if you have a question it is very 
likely one for others as well – a voice of the group! 

If you have another “wonder why” let us know. We will 
answer if we can. 

.

Five-Day Conference

• The Intermediate Experiential Training Group.

• Advanced/Intermediate Force-Field Training: 
Integrating Force-Field Development with Theory 
and Practice.

• Advanced/Advanced Intermediate Training: 
Deepening the Understanding of the Current SCT 
Protocols. 

Find your niche for this year!

The Conference Program & Workshops and the SCT 
curriculum map are at systemscentered.com. .
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This section is intended for members to share their experiences with SCT, responses to articles, workshops, trainings, and 
anything else related to exploring SCT and the Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS). Whether your contribution 
is short or long, it’s always welcome. The goal is to share energy and build. 

Crossing the Boundary to Meet a 
New World
Akane Kamozawa 
kamozawa@hokusei.ac.jp

This year, I participated in Systems-Centered Training 
Week in York and I joined the mentor training. It was my 
second time to join the mentor training, and also it was my 
seventh time to participate in the training week in York. I 
started SCT training in 2009 by joining the Foundation 
course in York. Since that time, I have joined a lot of SCT 
trainings, conferences, and workshops, and ten years have 
passed by as of today. It’s a long time isn’t it?

I had been nervous whenever I participated in SCT 
trainings, so I had to encourage myself. I wanted to become 
brave and develop my system, but I couldn’t always find 
the confidence. Again, I usually had to encourage myself, 
but could not open my boundary. Mainly, I felt I did not 
to have enough communication skill in using English. I felt 
sad and blamed myself. Last year in the mentor training, 
on the last day I couldn’t understand the meaning of easy 
English sentences, so I felt pitiful, didn’t feel understood 
by anybody, and I cried at the end of the mentor training 
group.

This year I felt something different, but at the same time 
I also felt a little anxious. The first day of the mentor 
training, I could see that I’m a “one second” person in 
Japanese, but I am a “ten second” person in English. 
This reality annoyed me, and yet it was a very important 
observation, because this was a different experience for me 
than in the past. In the past, when I felt that my English 
ability was bad, I lost my confidence and felt myself 
becoming sad or pitiful. But this time, I was annoyed by 
the reality, and not annoyed at myself, and I wanted to 
bring this feeling into the group. 

The right time to bring this in to the group was on the 
fourth training day. I said “Every time I join the SCT 
training, I’m annoyed and frustrated by the members. 
Why do you become angry with the leader so easily? 
I think it’s your fault, not the leader’s. Why do you 
complain to the leader? The only thing we have to do is 
keep our time boundary by ourselves.” After I spoke up 
in the group, I noticed that I had a subgroup, and that 
I wasn’t alone, although I was the only Japanese person 
in the group. Before that experience, I thought that I 
couldn’t be understood because I’m Japanese. Now, I feel 
freer to step away from that role. .

The Value of York and On-going 
Training
The Rev. Thomas S. Rogers, III 
thomas_rogers@rush.edu

I currently live in Chicago, Illinois, and there isn’t a live 
ongoing group in my area, and I don’t have the resources 
to travel to other parts of the country like Boston, Atlanta, 
San Francisco, New York, etc. to participate in training. 
For these reasons, I am grateful to have the opportunity 
the last few years to attend the Annual Conference, the 
York week, and an ongoing Zoom group facilitated by 
Meigs Ross and Susan Beren.

What I have particularly appreciated about York has been 
the context: being in a smaller setting (I think this year there 
were just over 60 participants) and being in a classroom 
space versus a hotel like at the Annual Conference. I’ve also 
found the attendees to be stimulating, since there seems to 
be more people from Europe and many people engaged 
in organizational development. In my context, I use SCT 
clinically as an Association of Clinical Pastoral Education 
Certified Educator and I also use it in organizational 
development in my role as executive director of a nonprofit 
with our board of trustees. Every training I have been a 
part of, whether at the national Conference or in York, has 
been applicable to either role. This is why I find SCT so 
helpful, especially role-goal-context, when I have to switch 
roles quickly or remind myself what role I’m in when 
relating to someone.

At the end of September when I returned from York, I 
immediately began supervising a community-based unit of 
CPE students doing their work in their faith community, 
including a homeless shelter, hospice, and nursing home, 
rather than in a hospital. I found myself very confident 
in the theory of living human systems and its systems-
centered practice after doing a deep dive for six days in 
mentor training with Annie McIver and Fran Carter. I’m 
also grateful to friends in the UK who made the leap across 
the pond easier by helping out with housing suggestions 
so that five of us could share a home during the week. 
This cut down on the expenses of staying in a hotel. We 
also used SCT to manage our housing system, especially 
holding boundaries and not taking energy out of the group 
by talking about what had happened during the day in our 
housing system at night.

I would encourage anyone who has the time to attend the 
York training. It really is a unique experience. My only 
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regret this year was that I didn’t add on any time at the 
beginning or end to have fun or be a tourist as I had the 
previous two years. .
Three Surprises and Learnings From 
the York Training 2019
Verena Murphy 
Vmch99@gmail.com

The last time I attended the York training it was in 
1997. The skills training at the time was (naturally) not 
as developed as it is today. For years, as a clinician, I 
made do by “somewhat” following the “gold sheets,”, 
as Yvonne’s prescribed text to use to undo defenses in 
her training manual were originally called. No matter 
how many times I read them, I could not learn them by 
heart. Someone telling me what to do and how precisely 
to do it just did not sit right. It reminded me too much 
of my upbringing with the parental “it’s either my way or 
the highway” approach. No, I was going to make the steps 
“my own,”, reasoning with the negative prediction that 
following the steps by reading them in front of my client 
would take away any attunement I had with them. I would 
invariably find myself skipping steps and settling for “good 
enough” in terms of undoing anxiety, tension, depression 
or managing hostile acting out impulses.

Following my growing curiosity about my redundant 
experience, I signed up for the basic skills training in 
the last York Training - held for the first time under the 
auspices of SCTRI-UK! Here is what I learned without a 
doubt: 

1) following the steps outlined, even if read in front 
of another person, is the most efficient and effective 
approach. I had the video recording to prove it. 

2) Reflecting as accurately as possible a client’s language, 
tone and mannerisms is the most effective and efficient 
method for communicating that one has not just 
understood, but actually comprehended what the client is 
communicating.

3) How good it is to repeat any of the basic modules 
offered by SCT training at any level of competency. .

When is a Role Lock Really a Role 
Lock? Or: Could it Just Be Me?
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com

I’m in a role lock with weeds. Take wisteria; it’s back again. 
Insidious, sneaky, and, I suspect, malicious. Nepalese 
browntop. (Microstegium vimineum by another name: 
it pays to know the names of your enemies.) It looked so 
pretty – now it is everywhere. Choking out the milkweed, 
the jewelweed, the…the…murderer. And Japanese 
knotweed. I musn’t start on that – I’ll scare myself with 
how hostile and persistent and impossible to control it 
is. (In England there are laws about how to dispose of 
it. Mortgage companies, at least for a while, wouldn’t 
approve mortgages if you’d got it on your property. 
Fallopia japonica if you want to know.) Now it wants to 
take over New Jersey, including my neighborhood.

As I ruminated and fumed about these and other “invasive 
species” it started to dawn on me that perhaps I am in a 
role lock. My clue was noticing that my relationship to 
these plants is pretty loaded, to say the least. I am sure they 
are hostile to my neighborhood, to me. I started to wonder 
if it’s a coincidence that I’m in a hostile, aggressive, 
murdering mood.

But then, wait! A role lock takes two. Could it be that 
the “role lock” is actually all me? That I’ve gone in to an 
outraged/fear survival role in reaction to change? That 
those plants are just doing what plants do, only doing it in 
a new place that we humans made possible?

My clue that this is simply my survival role, not a role 
lock, is that the plants, while their existence is a trigger 
for me, are not triggered by me; they just carry on being 
themselves. Yikes! Could all of my “role locks” actually be 
all me? The other person is just doing what they do? A 
shocking and, hmm, liberating thought.

Then, thinking again, a role-lock proper is two survival roles 
in a duet. For example, I noticed that when my neighbor 
up the Creek said that he is planting a line of bamboo 
along the back of his property as a screen, I reacted with 
“You can’t do that! It’s so invasive – it will only spread and 
spread and never go away. Do you know what it’s done 
in Hawaii…etc.” A closed-boundaried survival role. Not 
surprisingly he looked shocked, muttered something about 
how it’s pretty and easy and anyway he’d keep it cut back 
– and moved away. His boundaries closed. In writing this 
I see the potential for a role-lock igniting. I’m motivated 
to make a repair with him, to actually have a conversation.

Anyone else curious about the difference between a 
survival role system and a role locked system? .
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Similarities and Differences
Pete Burden 
pwb@seestep.com

I came across this 3 minute video recently, and think 
it beautifully expresses one of the fundamental ideas 
of SCT - integrating by discovering similarities within 
differences. This idea, which is, of course, as old as the 
hills is, for me, in our currently divided world, still as 
important as ever. The video also gives a great sense of 
how a facilitator can take practical steps towards helping 
integration occur - by asking questions and exploring - by 
adopting a position of real curiosity.

Type into your browser:  https://youtu.be/jD8tjhVO1Tc.
Response to Maher, M., From the 
Director, (Summer 2019)  
Systems-Centered News 27(2),3. 
Jim Peightel 
jpeightel@comcast.net

In September I was doing some last final preparation for a 
workshop at a national case management conference. The 
title was “Novel Conflict Management Strategies for Case 
Managers and Teams,” and my half was going to be about 
how we had successfully used Functional Subgrouping 
with our multi-disciplinary team working with participants 
in a Housing First mental health agency. I was excited to 
bring something of SCT to this work community and 
was pretty much ready, but something was missing. I 
still lacked any historical context or a descriptive link to 
the problem-exploring, difference-managing, structured-
listening nature of Functional Subgrouping. 

Well, that night I was glancing over my new copy of the 
Summer 2019 Systems-Centered Newsletter and found 
the spark I was looking for in Mike Maher’s “From the 
Director.” I have always been intrigued by the Wright 
brothers story and knew they worked together as a well-
oiled machine, but I loved learning of their approach to 
differences. They volleyed debates in a style with clear 
similarities to subgrouping. Each brother had and voiced 
strong opinions for his own point of view, but then mid-

argument they switched sides. Each let go of ownership of 
his side and made his best case for the other, leading to 
better understanding of a problem or design. (Mike also 
takes a dip into Greek discourse, who doesn’t love that! 
The Greeks seemed to have a hand in every great idea, 
plus any Powerpoint looks more distinguished with a few 
Latin words.) 

Then I circled back and re-read the real heart of Mike’s 
column; remembering the subgroup in us that knows the 
value of listening, but sometimes forgets. This point was a 
key learning from our case manager team experiment that 
I highlighted at the end of the presentation. 

In a nutshell, this what our team tried and then reported on 
in the workshop. We were an ACT (Assertive Community 
Treatment) team of about 8, with a “Housing First” 
perspective. (That’s a community-based team of mental 
health workers; team leader, nurse, peer specialist, case 
managers and part-time doctor, working with mentally 
ill homeless folks. Housing First is a philosophy of few 
demands and tolerance of substance abuse or declining 
meds to keep people housed in our units.) We provided 
services for about 70 participants and have daily team 
rounds. We worked well together and as you would 
expect, we had occasional conflicts, especially when 
debating if we should give a particular person a 3rd or 
4th chance at housing. Often team members advocated 
from a role, either designated or elected, and took 
predictable positions. When we had two real and balanced 
perspectives, and were empowered to be the deciders, we 
would explicitly “de-role:” choose a side to start, require 
everyone to make their best case on that side, then flip to 
the other case to be made. Sometimes this helped with a 
tough decision, sometimes not. What happened though, 
making a bigger difference over time, was that members 
who were sure they were the only, or best, or designated, 
one holding a perspective or value realized they were not 
holding it alone.

For the workshop I wrote up a role play script as an 
example, first in classic fight mode, (thank you SAVI Red 
Light), then some of the subgrouping version. Workshop 
participants role played the script. I would say it went over 
well, and the best payout was a few follow-up questions 
afterwards about SCT. .
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It’s Time to Renew Your Membership!
Go to www.systemscentered.com  
& click “Join/Renew Membership” 

Our membership year runs February 1st to January 31st

Newsletter Contributions – Keep Them Coming!
Do you have experiences with SCT and TLHS you might want to 

let others know about?

The Newsletter is a way of sharing and exploring how A Theory of Living Human 
Systems thinking and SCT are being applied in members’ work and practice. We are 

happy to help you think about next steps and resources to get your experience printed!

Getting pen to paper or fingers to keyboard isn’t always easy – those dratted restraining 
forces! The Newsletter Group’s job is to help reduce restraining forces to sharing what 
you are learning as we live and apply SCT – so reach out to us with ideas! We will help 

think about next steps and resources. 

Please contact the System-Centered News Editor,  
Claudia Byram at claudiabyram@gmail.com.
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Upcoming Training Opportunities
SCT AnnuAl ConferenCe 

oAklAnd/SAn frAnCiSCo BAy AreA 
Weekend Institute: April 18-19 • Conference: April 20-24

SySTemS-CenTered WorkShopS - london 
June 8-9: Foundation & OD Training

AnnuAl SySTemS-CenTered TrAining Week - york, uk 
September 14-18: Foundation, Intermediate & Organizational Consultancy

Details on the web at 
www.systemscentered.com

More Inside…


