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From the Director

A Systems-Centered 
Perspective on Two 
Large Groups
Susan Gantt
sgantt@systemscentered.com

In working with two large groups in the past months, I was 
interested in how systems-centered methods contained the 
work in each: similar methods supporting the different work 
that was relevant in each context. The differences were related 
to their phases of group development.

The first large group had about 140 participants, only a few of 
whom had any knowledge of SCT or functional subgrouping, 
and who were essentially new as a group, though some 
members knew each other. I was asked to lead this group 
in preparation for this professional organization’s general 
assembly. The organization had been in turmoil, resulting 
in the president and other officers resigning in conflict with 
the board over leadership successions. My own leadership 
challenge – which thankfully I resolved before the group 
started – was to come out of the role of feeling like “the lamb 
headed for the slaughter” as I knew I was planning to introduce 
a very different way of working, in the midst of a large 
organizational conflict, in a single ninety minute session. This 
image of the “lamb going to slaughter” certainly connected to 
where the group ended up with their recognition of the strong 
impulse to scapegoat their departing leaders and their board. 
Having gotten free of my “lamb to slaughter” role, I was solidly 
in my leadership role and the group cooperated (mostly) in 
learning to subgroup functionally. I distributed the functional 
subgrouping protocol along with the goal of the group to 
everyone ahead of time. Being fairly certain that many would 
not have read them, I also projected on the wall a short version 
of the basics of functional subgrouping (using reflection and 
building). I also had the support of Ray Haddock, Robert 
Hartford, and Juliet Koprowska who did a short demo of 
functional subgrouping. 

To my surprise, the group followed the protocol, looking up to 
the wall for guidance and coaching each other when someone 
started to build without reflecting (a chorus of “reflect first” 
chimed in many times). The first subgroup started with newer 
members coming in with energy to subgroup, quickly followed 
by a subgroup of board members who began explaining, 
high on ambiguity and opinions and interpretations and 
emotionally evocative language. I began working with this 
flight subgroup group to weaken the restraining forces in their 
communication, starting with requiring data, specificity and 
neutral language. This flight work proved very necessary as 
the group learned the importance of finding data language 
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rather than emotionally charged or opinion language. (One 
board member told me later that she would never have been 
able to bring in her information without this.) The group 
wrestled with the board subgroup wanting to explain itself, 
and another subgroup of other senior members wanting to 
rebel against subgrouping, not wanting to reflect others yet 
cooperating by yielding to someone who did. By the end, the 
group had begun to recognize the active energy to scapegoat 
that was strong in the group and the organization. It was 
enough for the time we had to work, the group was satisfied 
with itself, and had a taste of the challenge of really listening 
to each other and a glimmer of working as a member and not 
just from one’s person system. 

The second large group was at the York training week with 
seventy members and four leaders: Yvonne Agazarian listening 
for the underlying voice of the group, Fran Carter monitoring 
the subgrouping, Ray Haddock doing the time boundaries, 
and myself taking the overall leadership role. Almost all of the 
70 members had previous SCT training (only 5-7 did not). The 
group was remarkable. 

In its first of five meetings, it mastered subgrouping in 
a large group exploring curiosity, excitement, anxiety and 
apprehension. By the second meeting, anxiety re-emerged 
and as the group weakened its dependency role of wanting the 
leaders to undo the anxiety, several members stepped forward 
to lead the group in undoing its negative predictions and 
anxiety from sensations. 

In the third session, the group meandered for a while and two 
members voiced anxiety. The group began to move back to the 
form that had worked the day before (back to the known). This 
pull to the past solution was challenged by the leadership’s 
question of whether this was flight from the present and 
redundant, since all members did know how to undo their 
own anxiety at this point, or was it actually functional for 
the group. The group, rather than working with this question 
to find out if the dependency was redundant, re-emerged an 
even stronger dependency bid in the form of a mind read to 
the overall leader, who remained silent and in eye contact 
with the member. After a few minutes, and the member and 
group’s recognition that the leader was not answering, the 
whole group erupted with energy, many in laughter and some 
in discomfort and with some curiosity about the unexplored 
work around dependency.

The highlight of the fourth session was when a member undid 
his judgments that had been blocking him from hearing the 
group voice in himself and discovered he was terrified at the 
edge of the unknown. The group initially found it hard to join 
this subgroup. One member joined with “scare” which was 
close enough to contain the member and the group. The next 
subgroup input had openness and freedom at the edge of the 
unknown. This was too different and the member holding 
the group’s terror became more terrified. The leader and this 
member stayed in eye contact holding the terror together (an 
example of functional dependency), with the group silently 

supporting the work and many silently joining in holding the 
group’s terror. Containing the annihilation anxiety at the edge 
of the unknown in nonverbal resonance was both moving and 
transformative for the member, the subgroup and the system-
as-a-whole.

The group in its last meeting worked with unfinished business 
and members bringing in what they wanted to leave behind 
in the group and what they wanted to take with them. For 
instance, “I leave behind criticizing myself for not being able to 
join the terror.” “Leave judging what I want to say and then not 
able to be a member.” “Leave behind the role of holding terror at 
the edge of the unknown for the group.” “Leave behind the terror 
I felt when the leader did not answer my mind read.” 

“By the end, many in the group 
had learned to hear the voice of the 
group in themselves, and understood 
experientially that isomorphy meant 
their experience was a voice for the 
group”
Looking back and listening to the group voices, it may be 
that in the third session, when the leader did not answer the 
“dependency bid” mind read, one subgroup was triggered into 
survival roles stimulated by the unknown and the underlying 
annihilation anxiety. Another subgroup stayed curious in this 
unknown. In the fourth session, the terror and annihilation 
anxiety that the survival roles defended against had emerged 
through a member, and was then contained by the group-as-
a-whole which then deepened into the connection with the 
primal life force energy. 

By the end, many in the group had learned to hear the voice 
of the group in themselves, and understood experientially 
that isomorphy meant their experience was a voice for the 
group. Knowing that provided an important alternative fork 
from staying in one’s person and taking one’s experience just 
personally.

Interestingly both groups were working with exploring old 
adaptations as solutions to disappointments in dependency, 
the first in the authority phase and the second in the work 
phase related to the issues in intimacy.

.



Emerging Theory

page 4  Summer 2016 - Systems-Centered News

philosopher Kant expressed this same goal more simply in his 
“Categorical Imperative,” in which he suggests that one should 
so act, that if one’s action became a universal law, it would be 
good for mankind!)

For example, personalizing roles reflect the goal of the inner-
person survivor sub-system when it is protectively closing 
its boundaries to differences that disrupt its equilibrium. 
However, the overall goals of the inner-person system are 
the development of the inner-person, and this requires roles 
reflecting the curious observer sub-system. It is only when 
roles fueled by our curiosity become available, that the 
boundaries of the survivor system become permeable. At the 
inter-person level, our goal is first, to develop reality testing, 
and second to develop the roles of functional subgrouping so 
that similarities and differences can be integrated.

Objectively Diagnosing our Role-Systems
We have recently introduced two ways in which we can 
become aware of which of our three systems in the above 
picture we are “living” in! The first is by diagnosing our role. 
We diagnose the role we are living in by noticing our verbal 
and non-verbal behavior, so that we can become familiar with 
the connection between our role and the goals of the system 
that it is related to. For example, personalizing roles reflect 
the goal of the inner-person survivor sub-system when it is 
protectively closing its boundaries to differences that would 

Attunement, Empathy, and The Triune Brain
Yvonne Agazarian
agazarian@aol.com

Introduction
A theory of living human systems defines a hierarchy of 
isomorphic systems that are energy-organizing, goal-oriented 
and self-correcting. Each of the words in the theory have been 
translated into operational definitions which in turn have 
been translated into hypotheses, which in turn have been 
translated into protocols that can be used in the real world of 
people to test both the validity of the theory and the reliability 
of its practice.

For example, one of the systems-centered hypotheses is that 
the discrimination and integration of differences is both a 
necessary and sufficient condition for systems to survive, 
develop, and transform from simpler to more complex. The 
blue print (protocol) of how to put this idea into practice is 
the systems-centered method called functional subgrouping. 
The functional subgrouping protocol gives SCT members 
the format for increasing the probability that the information 
contained in communications will get across. This is done 
at the personal level by encouraging people’s awareness 
of their potential to attune, resonate, and empathize with 
themselves (within their inner-person system) and with others 
(in their inter-person system) and with their context, which is 
the hierarchy of systems-as-a-whole in which SCT members 
establish and change both their own norms and the norms of 
their context.

In our recent focus this year (2015) on how we develop role 
systems, and how we are induced into role locks, we have 
become challenged by the recognition that it requires our 
empathy and attunement within ourselves to be able to sense 
which role we are experiencing, and which of our triad of 
systems (inner person, inter-person, person-as-a-whole) we 
are relating to. For example, the roles of survivor and curious 
observer that reflect the survivor goals of our inner-person 
system are different from our roles of explorer, researcher, 
and member that reflect the goals of our inter-person system 
and significantly different again from the roles that we 
acquire as we develop our apprehensive understanding of 
the many dimensions of our system-as-a-whole. Currently, we 
can say that the goal of the system-as-a-whole is expressed 
through norm-setting citizenship roles which will, through 
isomorphy, influence the norms so that they relate to the 
developing context, not only in the person-system-as-a-whole 
but throughout the hierarchy of living human systems. (The 
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otherwise disrupt its equilibrium. However, the overall goals 
of the inner-person system are development of the inner-
person. Development of the inner-person is dependent upon 
curiosity being available to the survivor system. Survivor roles 
without curiosity are personalizing roles, and when we are 
in personalizing roles we take everything “just personally.” 
Survivor roles that contain exploratory curiosity, on the other 
hand, indicate permeability of the survivor system boundaries, 
and relate to the survivor system energy and the life force 
that thrives on attunement and empathy, and is potentially 
available for empathy.

At the inter-person level, our goal is to develop reality testing, 
and our goal is to develop the roles of functional subgrouping 
so that similarities and differences can be integrated. Currently, 
we can say that the goal of the system-as-a-whole is expressed 
through norm-setting citizenship roles which will, through 
isomorphy, influence the norms so that they relate to the 
developing context, not only in the person-system-as-a-whole 
but throughout the hierarchy of living human systems. 

Subjectively Experiencing Our Role-
systems
The second way to diagnose our role is to become familiar with 
the changes in our emotional experience as we shift from one 
role to another. This is subjective and requires attunement 
and empathy with our inner-person system and does not need 
words. In contrast, empathy with another requires us to be 
both objective as well as subjective. We need our subjectivity 
to get a “sense” of where the other person is, together with 
objective reality testing so that we can tell the difference 
between projecting and perceiving! Thus, empathy with 
another requires an additional “research” experience which 
is part of our role work in our inter-person system. We need to 
be able to “think” about the self or the other with whom we 
feel resonance, and observe objectively, from objective clues, 
whether our experience of them is a projection or a perception. 

Both resonance and curiosity are essential in our relationship 
to ourselves if we are to feel the difference between our 
different role systems and recognize their goals. The roles of 
survivor and curious observer that reflect the goals of our 
inner-person system have different goals from our roles of 
explorer, researcher and member that reflect the goals of our 
inter-person system and are significantly different again from 
the roles that we acquire as we develop our apprehensive 
understanding of the many dimensions of our system-as-a-
whole.

In this article, with gratitude to discussions with Marianne 
Bentzen about using the idea of the triune brain, we will 
explore the relationship between our own development 
and our capacity to learn the steps that we need to learn 
about “how” to understand the development of resonance, 
attunement, and empathy. In the pages that follow, we will 

introduce some new thinking about the process of developing 
resonance, attunement and empathy by borrowing from the 
field of neurobiology. We will also introduce information 
about the triune brain and provide an Appendix on the time-
line for the development of mentalization. (See the end of this 
article). 

“Both resonance and curiosity 
are essential in our relationship 
to ourselves if we are to feel the 
difference between our different role 
systems and recognize their goals”

The Triune Brain
The development of the triune brain parallels our own 
capacities for developing attunement and empathy. Making 
sense of this connection, particularly as it relates to attunement 
and empathy, owes much to my conversations with Marianne 
Bentzen. If you are interested in her written resources, her 
scholarly work is found in Windows of Opportunity, (Bentzen 
& Hart, 2015), and her delightfully simpler introduction, The 
Neuroaffective Picture Book, (Bentzen, 2015). Thanks to many 
discussions with Marianne, It has been greatly reassuring to 
discover how thinking in terms of the triune brain is helpful 
in understanding the challenges of developing our ability to 
move from our inner-person system to our inter-person system 
and our person-as-a-whole. 

It is particularly rewarding to us to think of how the SCT goal 
of making the boundary appropriately permeable between 
apprehension and comprehension can be better understood by 
thinking from the perspective of the triune brain. For example, 
our understanding of the irrational strength of our flight, fight, 
and freeze impulses, which characterize our interactions 
when confronted with the “unknown,” are better understood 
as responses from our instinctive brain which has more in 
common with snakes and crocodiles than with our problem 
solving selves which are fueled by our pre-frontal cortex and 
our ability to think in words. Our pre-frontal cortex is the 
top third of our triune brain, developed last and particularly 
human, although we share it with a few other animals, like 
whales and elephants which also put two and two together 
to make sense of relationships. However, understanding 
relationships is different from experiencing relationships. 
And that is where our animal mid-brain is essential for our 
understanding of the difference between attuned resonance 
(mid-brain) and empathy (pre-frontal cortex).

A good example of attunement is the eye contact between a 
dog and a human. We meet our dogs and cats from our limbic 
system, our animal mid-brain that resonates with theirs! But 
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a dog cannot generalize to larger systems, like a group and 
its dynamics, this requires our pre-frontal cortex: our human 
brain, different from our animal mid-brain. Because we 
have a pre-frontal cortex, we have an amazing and complex 
capacity for empathy. We can feel empathy for people we have 
never met, read a book with empathy for the characters, we 
can feel empathy for trees and rocks and the world. This is 
where our outline for mentalization, at the end of this article, 
speaks directly to the challenge of the developmental issues 
involved in seeing the world through a systems-centered lens. 

“Seeing systems” requires us to keep developing the ability to 
make the boundaries appropriately permeable between our 
comprehensive and apprehensive systems. 

Attunement and Empathy
My understanding from my conversations with Marianne 
is that in early child development, attunement involves 
the ability to feel affective sensations and the process of 
somatic synchronization. For example, someone else might 
describe the “affective” sensations of sadness: heaviness in 
the chest and abdomen. In our response we may automatically 
synchronize by slowing down and feel in ourselves an echo of 
that inner heaviness which is the “substance” of the feeling of 
sadness. They feel sad, and we feel sad too. Another word for 
this is resonance which is a form of merging or joining.

“‘Seeing systems’ requires us to 
keep developing the ability to make 
the boundaries appropriately per-
meable between our comprehensive 
and apprehensive systems”
Attunement begins with mirroring and synchronizing, and 
both require an implicit sense of other – in other words a sense 
of a system! (One has a sense of attunement before one had 
a sense of self!) Attunement evolves as emotional resonance. 
This resonance evolves first as somatic attunement, which 
develops through somatic synchronization, and then moves 
to emotional attachment, which is the ability to have a shared 
feeling experience as well as a shared play goal, like peekaboo, 
or listening to music or watching a sunset together or sharing 
sadness or happiness. Resonance is a limbic system form of 
merging or joining. Resonance is simply being tuned in and 
resonant, whereas empathy requires a sense of separateness, 
and also a sense that you recognize in the other an experience 
that is similar and different from yours.

Empathy requires that we have enough feeling of separateness 
that we can feel care, gentleness or compassion towards the 
feeling of sadness, our own and/or others, and for the human 
race. There is a cognitive element to empathy, generally called 
mentalization, but we can also call it empathic understanding. 

This level is about adding our own knowledge and experience 
of sadness to the facts given by the other to give us an inner 
image of the nature of their specific sadness. 

This gives one an inner sense of what the other might need 
and also allows us to think about others’ experience (both at 
the apprehensive and comprehensive level). In the therapeutic 
process, empathy and attunement enable an inner sense of 
what the other (or the group-as-a-whole) might need, along 
with the ability not only to sense but to think about it. 

What can go wrong! 

There are several ways that this can go wrong – and does – for 
all of us! The most common is when we have withdrawn to 
our cognitive understanding and are actually not somatically 
synchronized and emotionally resonant with the other. In 
this case we are either projecting or only thinking about 
ourselves, instead of empathizing with others. When we are 
trapped behind the boundaries of our inner-person system in 
an intellectualization, we cannot experience our inter-person 
system. 

Projection
The most insidious form of inner-person isolation is when we 
are feeling empathy with our projected image, and the person 
projected onto feels completely alone in their actual experience 
but unable to communicate it: “Uhm, excuse me but that’s 
not how I’m feeling!” Typically this is a painful or enraging 
experience. This is addressed from the beginning of all 
systems-centered practice with the introduction of functional 
subgrouping which requires the mutual development of 
accurate reflection and trains for awareness of both the words 
and the music in another’s message. In addition, the SCT 
exercise of reality testing and checking out our “mind reads” 
is designed to build awareness of the discrimination between 
perception and projection.

Merging
A different kind of pitfall has to do with our own developmental 
challenges when we do experience somatic and affective 
resonance with another, but are not separate enough to be 
empathic. In this case we merge with the feeling and the 
other. Merging is our primary experience of affiliation. The 
next developmental step is the painful move from attachment 
to separation and individuation. In systems-centered practice, 
this step is easier in the intimacy phase of systems-centered 
development, which is addressed deeply only after the 
primitive projections in relationship to authority are modified 
in the authority phase of systems development. 

The Role-System Perspective
One way of thinking about these developmental steps is the 
SCT focus on developing insight into our role systems, and 
discovering how to connect the developmental challenges 
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within the role with the requirements for the development of 
the system that is fueling the role. For example, when one is 
automatically assuming that the “other” is feeling what one 
is feeling oneself, becoming curious about any differences 
is a developmental step for the inner-person system. This 
makes the boundary potentially permeable between the 
subjective survivor roles and the roles available in the system 
of the objective, curious observer. This shift in perception then 
opens the boundary to checking out mind-reads, which in turn 
opens the door to the explorer role in the inter-person system. 
This then allows for the shared containment and support of 
functional subgrouping! This requires more than attunement 
based on mutual similarity, it also requires being curious about 
the differences! This is addressed throughout SCT training, 
and most emphatically in the separation-individuation work 
that we do in SCT’s phase of intimacy. 

Understanding what a challenge recognizing and integrating 
differences is, has been well illustrated by Festinger (Festinger, 
1957) who identified different personal reactions to being 
confronted with difference that does not fit with one’s own 
take on things. First, those of us who can already integrate 
differences will probably feel anxious but can hold on to our 
reality when blind-sided. Second, those who of us who have 
difficulty, may obfuscate to hide the differences, or make 
excuses as to why our perceptions do not match. And third, 
in the worst case, some of us actually change our perceptions 
to avoid losing our relationship with others. Festingers work 
on cognitive dissonance has fueled the SCT emphasis on 
checking out mind-reads and exploring the impact on oneself 
when one has to change one’s mind! 

Empathy
When un-conflicted, inner person survivor roles are related to 
resonance and attunement in the self; it is, however, the inner-
person curious observer roles that must come on line to make 
empathic attunement available for work with others. Empathy 
requires being able to put ourselves in the place of the other 
person and intuit what their experience is like. Thus, empathy 
is based on projection, with a quantum of perception. It is 
dependent upon our pre-frontal cortex, and, if we are attuned, 
also on our mid-brain, the source of limbic resonance.

This contrasts with our sense of our shared humanity, which 
resonates with the emotional connection that we experience 
without words, and can only put words to ¬after we have 
experienced it. We can, of course, get that wrong too, when 
we substitute personal projection for attuned resonance. The 
important thing is that we can develop awareness of the 
difference… but not in words!

It is their limbic system resonance that opens the way for 
animals as different as crows and kittens, or dogs and babies, 
to attune to each other. Crows feed kittens, dogs “sing” to 
babies, Siamese cats, ready for a break, deposit all their 
kittens on our lap while they go off together on their own! And 

as we meet the gaze of our dogs or our cats and attune, there 
are no words for the deep connection. We could call it “love!”

The Edge of the Unknown 
The road to developing attunement begins at the edge of the 
unknown. In the practice of SCT we have become increasingly 
aware of the challenges of the unknown. What we know 
without words! In practice, from the early stages of systems-
centered therapy, we have focused on undoing the anxiety that 
the unknown can generate. We have also conceptualized the 
unknown as the reservoir of all future knowledge which we 
apprehend without words, before we can discover the words 
that help us to comprehend it. 

“The road to developing attunement 
begins at the edge of the unknown”
In our group and individual work, we encourage sitting with 
the chaos at the edge of the unknown, in spite of the fact that 
it can provoke, not only anxiety, fear and/or dread, but also 
annihilation anxiety. We also discovered that the more we 
were able to stay at the edge, the more likely we are to break 
through to a wordless understanding. As recently as the Fall 
of 2015, for example, in the large group of our conference in 
York, the group gave heartfelt silent support to the member 
experiencing annihilation anxiety at the edge of the unknown, 
silently encouraging him to stay with himself and the group 
in spite of his dread, until he broke through to a wordless, 
existential understanding, for himself and for the group-as-
a-whole.

Comprehension is different from apprehension. Explaining is 
not the same as exploring. Thinking is different from feeling. It 
is important at this point that understanding the explanations 
of how to connect attunement to empathy has some challenges, 
and some of these challenges are developmental. Our brain 
has to develop the capacity to see both similarities and 
differences before we can develop empathy. Our brain cannot 
do this until we are around the age of seven! Some of us still 
have to pick up some developmental lags in our development. 
The good news is that we can! 

Training SCT Therapists
Fundamental in the training of SCT practitioners, and also 
fundamental to the practice of SCT therapy, is the ability 
to work towards establishing a climate of attunement and 
empathy. SCT takes it for granted (as many therapies do) that 
nonverbal resonance is necessary (although not sufficient) if 
the goals of therapy are to be met. Developing the ability to 
be open to our own resonance and attunement is a challenge 
for all of us, and beyond some of us. SCT takes seriously the 
difference between resonant attunement and empathy. The 
question then arises is how to train our SCT practioners in this 
essential and transitional development. 
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Training for Reality Testing
Some helpful exercises in training therapists that SCT uses to 
develop the necessary objective curiosity and reality testing 
about whether “the other” is, in fact, in the same empathic 
resonance with you that you feel you are with them, are to 
reality test by checking out a “mind read” and to observe non-
verbal behavior to see if it is congruent with one’s impressions. 
Discovering the methods of curious objective observation can 
be as simple as requiring oneself to observe the “behaviors” 
that signal that the other is “ready” to hear you. (This observer 
training has already been part of watching the faces in 
response to your paraphrasing in functional subgrouping.). A 
good way to develop this observational skill is to “imagine” 
that you are telling an actor how to copy the behaviors of a 
client who you “feel” is ready to hear you! This will require 
you to think and notice what “ready to hear you” behaviors 
look like, which may or may not be present when you feel that 
your client is listening to you! (And for therapists familiar with 
the SAVI system for analyzing verbal interaction, the SAVI 
patterns of verbal behaviors can be used to identify the role 
system shifts and the different systems that are activating 
them.)

“Developing the ability to be open to 
our own resonance and attunement 
is a challenge for all of us, and beyond 
some of us” 
When Trainees Are Not Ready
What can one say to the SCT trainees who don’t know the 
difference between what they feel and what they think? The 
first step is to undo anxiety and the roles that they are being 
trapped into in their inner-person system as they try to do 
something they are not yet ready to do. With anxiety roles 
bypassed for the moment, the next step is to see if, although 
blind to themselves, they can see the process in others. In 
other words, we try to mobilize the energy of their inter-
personal system. If they can see the process happening outside 
themselves, they are much more likely to become curious 
and explore what it is inside themselves that enables them 
to see the difference. Recognizing this space inside them 
is a step towards affective attunement. As always, the first 
step in training is to become curious – does one know what 
attunement feels like? Can one notice when one is attuned 
and when one is not? (This is a development within the inner-
person system!).

In training groups (and therapy groups) the method of 
functional subgrouping allows one to check out whether “the 
other” experiences you as attuned and empathic to them. It is 
in the intimacy phase of system development that explorations 
into one’s own capacity for empathy is best explored, because 

it is in this phase that the intensive work on separation 
and individuation is done. It doesn’t matter whether one 
is experiencing the individual pleasure in merging, or the 
isolation of alienation, it is the shared attunement that allows 
one to shift from projection to perception. For example, a 
graphic experience of the difference between the different 
realities of the inner-person survival system with its boundaries 
closed, and the shared experience of resonance with others 
in a subgroup was voiced by one member in the alienated 
subgroup who burst out laughing, saying: “Here I am, cold and 
lost, floating in empty space, isolated, alone … in the middle of 
a whole subgroup of people who are sharing this same feeling 
of being alienated and alone!”

Steps in Training for Functional 
Subgrouping
Training for functional subgrouping is the major change 
process for both patients and practitioners in SCT. The steps 
follow. First, Listen to what the other says. Then paraphrase 
both the other’s words and the emotional music of the 
words that the other has said. This requires attunement and 
resonance with “the other.” Keep an eye on whether, as you 
are paraphrasing, the other shows non-verbally that they feel 
understood. If they keep a blank face, or look away, give the 
feedback that you have lost attunement with them. When the 
other says that they feel understood (and if you believe them 
through mutual resonance) prepare to separate. Note the 
transition from being joined in resonance, and withdrawing 
your resonance and resonating with yourself. (At one point in 
time, you will discover frustration, grief and rage – before you 
accept the curiosity that goes with resonance with the self.) 
Once you have restored your resonance with yourself, open to 
whatever you discover you want to bring into the group and 
say “anyone else?” so that the other (or others) know that you 
have said enough of what you want to say and are ready to be 
paraphrased. Functional subgrouping contains the potential 
for repairing the missed developmental steps that require 
members to take their own time to integrate. For some it takes 
many years. For some others, it is a good container for each 
appropriate step along the way. Functional subgrouping offers 
practice in separation and individuation in all the contexts 
where it hasn’t yet happened.

Appendix: 
MENTALIZATION: Excerpts from a transcript of my 
conversation with Marianne Bentzen. 

(All quotes are from Marianne unless otherwise noted.)

Marianne: “We develop different mental skills as we develop 
our triune brain, and our empathic understanding develops 
as our ability to mentalize develops. Below we have traced 
an approximate timeline relating the stages of development 
in mentalization and the development of our ability to mirror, 
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resonate, attune and empathize. You will note that there is a 
look alike between the stages of our triune brain development 
and the stages we have outlined elsewhere as our phases of 
system development.”

Mirroring: “If we look at the development of our mentalizing 
capacity the first step is that you have to learn to mirror, and 
you’re about 3 months old, so you’re definitely not mentalizing.”

Resonance: “The 2nd step is that you develop emotional 
resonance. When you develop emotional resonance you are 
maybe 5 months old, and you’re still not mentalizing. You’re still 
not thinking.” 

Differentiation: “At the next step you are learning to 
differentiate yourself from others. (You start to differentiate 
when you are 4 months old.) You differentiate out of similarities. 
So difference comes out of resonance (which is what SCT says all 
the time). So then you are 6-9 months, and the next step is that 
in this differentiated exchange, you discover that other people 
have an inside that is not doing the same thing as your inside. 
It’s doing something else. They have insides, I have an inside!”

Compassion: “At around a year and a half we develop 
compassion – maybe before but let’s be conservative. At around 
one-and-a-half you will act compassionately. If someone is sad, 
you will pat them or try to bring their mom or your own mom 
or SOME mom to help them. So you are trying to get them what 
they need.” 

Differentiating self from other: “Then around the age of 
three you realize that other people are not thinking what you are 
thinking. You can’t show grandma your new dress through your 
telephone, because you can’t see her and she can’t see you, so 
she can’t see your dress even if you can see your dress.” 

“I know what you don’t know! At around four and a half 
years old you realize that if someone has put toffees in the 
matchbox, you know that there are toffees in the matchbox, but 
the other person won’t know that; they will think that there are 
still matches in the matchbox, because they didn’t see this other 
person sneak in and take out the matches and put toffees in the 
matchbox. You are now four and a half, and you have that level 
of differentiation – ” 

Differentiate the ideal self from the actual self: “– but it is 
only at 7 years or 8 or 9 years you are able to differentiate the 
ideal self from the actual self and this process is also supported 
by your development of a self-narrative.” Yvonne adds: “And 
you are able to relate to two different variables!”

Developing a personal narrative: “This is not something 
which you develop before you are 5-6 years old, before that you 
can’t take a specific event out of how things usually are.”

“What that means is that when you are four and you come home 
from grandma and grandpa and mom asks you what you did 
during your visit, you will say that you did what you always do: 

“ate pancakes, played with the dog, fed the ducks ...,” but you 

won’t remember that you had a special treat – a visit to the zoo 
and a pony ride, because you can only remember the general 
patterns, and not yet specific and different experiences. This 
is the stage we are working with when people can’t remember 
the change that happened in the last session, they can only 
remember how things usually are. Later, when we talk about 
how to relate to the narrative with a sense of discovery, we have 
to know our narrative well enough to do that, and then we are 
around ten years farther along, up around 17 years.”

Implications for Training: “As we have pointed out earlier, 
we are not going to be able to ‘train’ people to recognize the 
difference between attunement, resonance, and empathy who 
are stuck at step one. At step one; they feel joined – which is 
a good feeling, and a sense of things working for them. They 
are going to need to be able to recognize both differences and 
similarities between themselves and others, a seven or eight 
or nine year developmental challenge. In SCT there is the 
opportunity for developmental work which they can develop over 
time by learning how to subgroup functionally, with themselves 
and others!”  

“That is what we should all be doing (and some cultures do more 
of it) universally to continue a sense of being interconnected 
in the world which would help our status problems (functional 
subgrouping reduces status issues, even if you don’t do anything 
else in training except to functionally subgroup!)”

The Next Level: Compassion and Empathy: “So far, we are 
talking subgrouping to address development at level one: So 
we want to take people to the next level. ‘Are you capable of 
feeling compassion for someone else with the same problem?’ 

‘Do you know someone else with the same difficult emotional 
state that you are working with and are you able to feel 
compassion for them?’ If yes, well and good, because then we 
can use visualization or just the feeling of them-and-you, and 
see whether you are able to have compassion for the two of you! 
Which is what SCT does a lot of when we do role work in training 
groups or individual therapy or consultation. Developmentally 
speaking, it is a reasonable stepping-stone to be taking from 
the level of resonance. Compassion requires empathy as well as 
resonance and attunement.”

“So the step is that when compassion is starting to happen, 
you are able to feel compassion for yourself or rather, first for 
someone else and then yourself. And if we want to take the 
next step: As you look from here at the thing that you wanted 
to change, can you see anything new or is there any new 
information? That would be putting in the step about curiosity 
that you are asking for, Yvonne.”
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Discussion

Yvonne: “If we have the group subgrouping around this you 
could legitimize subgroups at any phase?”

Marianne: “Yes, absolutely. And you could break ‘anything new’ 
into a) anything you get curious about, anything in the story, 
and b) is there anything about the feelings you get curious 
about.”

Yvonne: “And my goal is for them to be able to have the emotion, 
accept the emotion, live in it, manage the intimacy and then 
move to the existential experience of accepting the world.”

Marianne “What you described, was that you are actively 
gathering information?” 

Yvonne: “No, you don’t have to do anything! It happens in a 
flash. For example, they are working in the authority issue and 
they suddenly experience the rage and the annihilation impulse 
in the rage, and they SUDDENLY understand that there is good 
and bad, there is not just the thing to annihilate, there is good in 
the world as well, and that happens in a flash. Insight!”
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Before 2015, we had used the idea of vectors to describe 
how information-energy was transferred between and among 
systems. Defining the arrows that convey energy-information 
between systems as vectors had been useful to us in linking 
theory and practice. We had assigned vectors the role of 
transferring energy from one system to another. We had 
defined vectors as having a direction, energy, velocity and a 
point of application (that we assumed could be redefined as 
a goal). When we look at the illustration on the right, we see 
that the arrows now represent roles. However vectors do not 
take into account where the information-energy they contain 
comes from. Nor do they take into account whether or not 
the information-energy they contain will be received at their 

“point of application.” Our recent solution is to introduce the 
idea that the transfer of energy-information can be better 
understood if we introduce the idea that it is a role system 
that contains the organizations of energy-information that are 
vectored. From our new perspective, the arrows that cross the 

boundaries between systems now represent role systems. 

Role Systems
One of the first contributions in defining roles in terms of 
system dynamics is that it makes a useful bridge between 
SCT and the outside world. The word “roles” serves as major 
connection between work in psychology and sociology, 
particularly the similarities between some of the methods and 
theory of systems-centered practice and family systems theory. 
On the one hand, roles have a defined meaning in systems 
language, and on the other, roles have both a professional and 
a popular meaning in the language of people. The word role 
also has meaning when applied to the different approaches to 
interventions in organizations (Agazarian, 2009) 

The new work that comes from redefining the meaning of the 
word “vector” to represent the characteristics of transfers of 
information in our roles that cross the boundaries between 

New Work: Introducing Roles As Systems 
Yvonne Agazarian 
agazarian@aol.com
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systems, is an important bridge into the idea that roles 
themselves are systems, transferring information-energy from 
the “sending system” to their “receiving system.” There are two 
important implications from this change. One is that, building 
on Lewin’s idea that from the output of a system we can intuit 
the goals of the system, role behavior can help us identify 
which system the role relates to. (For example, the curious 
observer role can be identified by a person’s curious behavior!) 
Second, we can see roles as isomorphic systems, containing 
information-energy. Reframing role as a role system is to have 
far-reaching implications for the practice of SCT.

Roles as System outputs
Probably the most important implication in thinking about 
role systems as system outputs is the assumption that the 
output of a system contains the information necessary to 
intuit the goals of the system that is its source. We once again 
gratefully refer to Lewin (1935) who assumed that system 
outputs signal the goal of the originating system. Building 
on Lewin’s theory, we can then justify the idea that when we 
define roles as system outputs, we can intuit the goal of the 
originating system by observing the roles that reflect it. This 
assumption has an important implication for SCT. It assumes 
that whenever one recognizes a role, because that role will be 
an output that reflects the goal of that particular system, we 
can decide whether the role itself is a driving or retraining 
force in relationship to the system goal. 

For example, if the role is a personalizing role, we can judge 
that it is a driving force in closing inner-person survival system 
boundaries to a de-stabilizing threat, but also see it as a 
restraining force to inner-person survivor system development. 
What is also implied is that not only can we identify the goals 
of the system that the role reflects, but that by influencing the 
role system itself, we can also influence the system itself and 
thus its relationship to inner-person system developmental 
goals. For example, when in SCT we use the anxiety protocol 
for reducing anxiety (the personalizing component of the 
role) we “expect” the system to become more permeable 
to the curious observer component of the role. This is an 
example of how reducing the restraining forces in each phase 
of development by influencing the role system, increases the 
potential for personal development. In addition, because roles 
are systems, and systems are isomorphic, methods that work 
in influencing the structure or function of any one role system 
will work with every other role system at every level of the 
hierarchy, person, member, small and larger groups and so on 
up the hierarchy of living human systems.

Past and Present Roles
The roles that we develop in our survivor self are in response 
to an experienced threat. Threats don’t come out of the blue. 
They have two sources: inside ourselves or outside ourselves. 
When something in the present reminds us of our past, we 
can retreat into the same old roles that “saved” us in the past. 

When we do this, we are rarely conscious that we have literally 
retreated from the present into a past adaptation. Old adaptive 
roles are comfortably familiar (a driving force). However, 
as they are the source of the roles that fuel our repetition 
compulsions, they are also a restraining force. Past roles are 
rarely useful in the present, as the goals of the roles belong to 
the past, not the present. 

“Past roles are rarely useful in the 
present, as the goals of the roles 
belong to the past, not the present.” 

Role Postures
All roles can be identified by their postures. It is relatively easy 
to become aware of role postures and connect them to the role 
that is expressing the system that the person is experiencing. 
Inner-person role postures signal that the person is basically 
related to their self, and personalizing role postures are 
different from personal attuned role postures. (“Inner person 
role postures” is an updated term for our older “personalizing” 
role postures). Each tends to induce different role responses 
from others. It is from our inner-person selves that we relate to 
others with resonance and attunement. 

We as therapists are better off when we check, using our 
curiosity, when we are feeling attuned to the other, to see 
whether we are in a personalizing role ourselves (projection), 
or an empathic connection. Attunement often “feels” so real 
that we intuit it to be true. But it is only by being aware, not only 
of our inner experience, but also our objective observations of 
the other’s posture, voice tone, facial expression and every 
other clue or “tell” that we come to know the difference, a 
developmental step using both our limbic system and pre-
frontal cortex! (See the companion article in this Newsletter on 
Empathy, Attunement and the Triune Brain.) 

Role postures will also signal the driving and restraining 
forces that let us know how ready our patients are for work. 
In SCT we actively discourage the role postures that reinforce 
early role adaptations. An SCT group that is sitting slumped 
in silence is manifestly not ready to work. In contrast, a group 
that is actively subgrouping in resonant communication will 
appear attentive, centered and with plenty of available energy. 
SCT actively discourages ourselves and others from sitting in 
role postures that tend to induce reciprocal roles in others. For 
example, sitting with legs crossed, head tilted up, or looking 
down one’s nose, will probably elicit either competitive or 
submissive roles in others. Compliant postures of looking up 
and across from under one’s eyebrows with one’s head tilted 
down will probably elicit either caretaking or dismissive role 
responses. Most important, we discourage depressed patients 
from sitting slumped, which reinforces their feelings of 
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hopelessness and a role lock with the self. We also encourage 
both ourselves and others to undo role postures by beginning 
every work session with the “centering” exercise. The goal is 
to have our life force and exploratory curiosity available for 
work, which is compromised if we retreat into old adaptive 
roles. By finding alternatives to our old roles, we are free to 
respond with roles that are adaptive in the present, whether 
our present is in our inner-person system, our inter-person 
system, or our systems-as-a-whole. 

Role Inductions
Until we understand the inductive power of roles, we will not 
distinguish role locks as “relationships” fueled by the past 
which make us blind to role interactions in the present. In role 
locks, both of us are victims of our repetition compulsions. 
Unwittingly, retreating into our old roles tends to awaken 
reciprocal old roles in others, and we then become imprisoned 
in role locks which are, realistically, a threat to the present. 
In role locks, we take things just personally, and close 
our boundaries to curiosity. Without curiosity about either 
ourselves or others, we make “as if” relationships. In groups, 
we develop “as if” subgroups. 

Role posture tends to induce reciprocal role postures – and if 
we are not aware of the role induction, before we know it, we 
have been induced into a role response, which can easily end 
up as a role lock. In SCT, with our developing understanding 
of roles, there is a developing awareness of how we induce, 
and are induced by role postures, and how we unwittingly 
respond with role responses that were adaptive in the past 
but not useful in the present. Ducking our head in “obedience” 
may have solved problems when we were three, but will be 
costly to us when we are looking for a promotion at thirty-
three! Recognizing how our role signals can induce old role 
responses from the past, leaves us free to respond with roles 
appropriate to the present. 

In addition, it is only through recognizing and exploring role 
inductions in the present that we come to notice that we are 
intuitively reacting to the role signals that others send when 
they themselves retreat into past, personalized roles. On our 
side, we are often unaware that we are sending role signals 
ourselves. Just as it takes curiosity about our inner-person 
selves to re-experience the present, it takes curiosity about 
our relationships to undo our role locks that are induced by 
role postures in the present. It is through our exploratory 
researcher roles that we can become aware of threats that we 
react to without knowing. Until we come to recognize the role 
signals sent by ourselves and others, we will automatically 
react to them and others will react to ours. This is how we get 
pulled into role locks without understanding why. We have 
barely met the person and already we love/hate them! This is 
when we transfer a past template onto a present person! 

“Until we come to recognize the role 
signals sent by ourselves and others, 
we will automatically react to them 
and others will react to ours.”

The Role Induction of the “Blank Face”
There are some important realities over which we have no 
control. For example, we are hard wired to react to others 
when they do not appear friendly. Met with a blank face, we 
will automatically retreat into the survivor roles that helped 
us manage past losses of attunement and empathy! If we are 
not aware of this, we are likely to be catapulted into a role and 
induce the other into a role lock. If, however, as our training 
groups discover, we can become aware that we have responded 
inside an old role, and become curious, we can discover the 
early adaptive roles that we developed. When we do this we 
can observe the difference between the past and the present, 
we can become curious about how to attune to the other whose 
role is a trigger, and above all, we can learn to take neither our 
own or others’ role behavior personally! 

Pioneering Training Groups
It was in our training groups that we first explored the role 
inductions in response to a blank face. Using the system 
method of functional subgrouping as a container for their work, 
our training group members explored their own role responses 
to the blank face. Their first spontaneous line of defense was to 
respond with whatever roles they had originally developed to 
manage their innate experience of distrust (Porges, 2011). For 
some it was the non-verbal experience of suspicion, for others 
it was explanations of why they felt misattuned. Some blamed 
the other, some blamed themselves. All in all, the groups 
discovered that a blank face tended to elicit the roles of flight 
or fight. Interestingly enough, these roles were not necessarily 
childhood solutions, but also included roles related to later 
phases of development. 

Building on this work, some members discovered the 
much earlier roles that developed to manage experiences 
of misattunements and loss of mirroring. With continued 
exploration, they identified a non-verbal level of threat. At this 
level, their reactions included threats to the sense of self which 
some understood as related to early failures in attunement and 
mirroring. We will return to this topic when we discuss the 
training of therapists. It was through these explorations that 
we were able to recognize the difference between attachment-
affiliation role development and social role development, 
which we will discuss in more detail later in this article.

Curiosity, Attunement and Empathy
Our exploration into inner-person roles led us to recognize 
that without curiosity, the inner-person survivor is locked 
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behind closed boundaries. The important implication is that it 
is not possible to arouse curiosity about any communications 
from the outside world when the survivor system has closed 
its boundaries in response to threat. It was only after we 
understood more about the fundamental differences in 
the roles that develop from the inter-personal demands of 
socializing and the attachment roles that develop from the 
need for empathic attunement, that we came to realize that 
the survivor system boundaries are only permeable to the life-
force communications of empathic attunement. Even empathic 
words can fail to reach those who experience themselves 
fighting for their lives. It is probably only resonant, averbal 
communication that contains the potential to connect. 

Attachment and Social Role Development
In SCT, we do not think about role behaviors as symptoms of 
pathology. We think about them as common, normal, universal 
behaviors that signal who we are at any one particular 
time. Even more important, they signal the developmental 
dynamics and let us know whether we are responding with 
past or present adaptive roles. 

There are two different and important phases in role 
development. The first roles that develop are attachment 
roles that we developed in response to conflicts in resonant 
attunement. Social roles develop as a compromise between 
attachment and the demands of socialization. Attachment 
roles relate primarily to the life force. Social roles relate to both 
the life force and the exploratory drive. Attachment roles are 
developed first within the self-centered system in the survivor 
system. Social roles are developed as the system develops, 
with boundaries potentially permeable to both the inner life 
force and the exploratory drive of the observer. 

Attachment/Affiliation Roles
Our attachment roles develop in our survivor self fueled by life 
force, rooted in the empathic attunement that begins before 
we are born. They are the source of our security and our ability 
to relate to ourselves and others. Our attachment roles are 
available to us whenever we are in empathic attunement with 
others. 

As our training groups discovered, when we are confronted 
with missattunements we “feel” as if they are  a threat to 
our survival. In real life, we take things that threaten us very 
personally and close our minds (just as we close our system 
boundaries!) to anything that doesn’t fit! But no man is an 
island. Personalizing works in the short run, but not in the 
long run, because when we personalize we have no curiosity, 
and we need to be curious if we are to observe and to develop, 
not only ourselves, but also our social relationships with the 
outside world. Our curious observer self opens our boundaries 
to being socialized!

Social Roles: 
Our social roles developed in our early past as a compromise 
solution in the conflict between maintaining the integrity 
of our essential self and at the same time maintaining 
connection with the people who required us to modify our 
impulses so that we could be socialized. Our social roles 
are fueled by the energy of the exploratory drive. They were 
originally developed to manage the conflict between the 
inner sense of our own integrity and the demands to conform 
socially. These early compromises were highly adaptive when 
they were first developed, but are rarely useful in the present. 
Real threats in the present need present solutions. 

In SCT practice, the restraining forces of our social roles are 
modified immediately from the beginning of therapy. This is 
different from the orientation that emphasizes the history of 
the patient’s relationship to their parents, family and early 
childhood. The SCT thinking behind focusing on socializing 
dynamics first, before the focus on the attachment issues 
that relate more deeply to the inner experience of the person, 
is that social roles are the first line of defense and tend to 
emerge, predictably, within the sequence of the phases of 
system development. The phases of system development are 
the same whatever names we give the change process we are 
involved in! 

“The phases of system development 
are the same whatever names we 
give the change process we are 
involved in!”

Empathy That Characterizes Attachment 
Relationships
In contrast, whereas with social roles, readiness for change is 
assessed in terms of what developmental phase people are in, 
the deeper roots of attachment roles are not addressed until 
there is an attuned and empathic connection established in the 
system. The restraining forces to attachment, which are rooted 
in the life force and our survival, are not explicitly modified 
until the intimacy phase of system development, when the 
social defenses and the defenses against authentic experience 
have already been modified. The developmental work in the 
intimacy phase is separation and individuation. This work 
paces the steps in functional subgrouping. Separating oneself 
from the other is first required in the reflection of the other’s 
communication, before responding with one’s own. Next, 
reflecting the heart of the message requires attunement and 
empathy. Separating after connection requires moving from 
the connection with the other to a centering connection with 
the self, which leads to an individuation experience as one 
communicates out again to the group. 
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Adaptive and Non-adaptive Roles
In SCT we think of past adaptive roles as repetition compulsion 
roles that, though adaptive in the past when they were first 
developed, are out of context when imported into the present. 

For instance, our stubborn role is a good example of how we 
develop role ‘containers’ for the early conflicts we experienced 
between our child selves and those adults who had the job 
of socializing us. Highly adaptive in the past, saying “no” 
both preserved our sense of self and signaled that we were 
not going to give up our integrity. In the best of worlds, in 
our terrible two’s, saying “no” was both developmental and 
fun. In the worst of worlds it was experienced as a fight to the 
death. However, whereas in the past, stubbornness saved our 
life, in the present it prevents us from living it. As we say, there 
is no future in the past! 

Curiosity
Past adaptive roles are impermeable to all differences. 
Understanding this is new to SCT practice and has some 
important implications. Thus curiosity fails when the survivor 
system is under threat. Thus arousing curiosity when the 
survivor system is under threat, fails more often than it 
succeeds! 

Even empathic words can fail to reach those who experience 
themselves fighting for their lives, as, for example, in 
encapsulated PTSD trauma systems. 

To recap: In SCT, we do not think about role behaviors as 
symptoms of pathology. We think about them as common, 
normal, universal behaviors that signal who we are at any one 
particular time and also tell us about the goals of the system 
that sponsors them. 

Readiness for Change
Another important implication from the work of connecting 
the role output to the system goals is that, by identifying the 
system we have also identified the parameters for “readiness 
for change.” Each of our three person systems, inner-person, 
inter-person and system-as-a-whole, have specific criteria that 
identify those changes that can be integrated and those that 
cannot. 

The criteria for “readiness for change” are simple. For each 
system, readiness for change is determined by the phase of 
development of its context, which in turn, determines which 
restraining forces can be weakened without destabilizing the 
system. For example, in the survivor roles of self-centered 
personalizing, the boundaries are closed to any input that is 
different from one’s own. Until one can become curious (allow 
the life force to access the exploratory drive) it is impossible 
to respond. When words don’t reach a patient, what will? SCT 
trusts that the averbal, limbic system level human experience 
never closes. Thus synchronized, resonant, mirroring, that is 
a non-verbal communication at the autonomic nervous system 

level, is always a potentially driving force at the wordless 
level in the survival system. This, of course, demands that 
therapists can access these steps in themselves. This is the 
rationale behind why developing access to the roles in the self 
is such a high priority in SCT training, and also necessary if 
SCT practitioners are to internalize the values of humanizing, 
pathologizing, normalizing, legitimizing and universalizing.

The criteria for identifying when the role-system is ready 
for change requires recognizing when the person, subgroup 
or group is attuned to their survival system energy: their 
life force and their exploratory drive. The idea that change 
within a system can occur through changes in its role system 
introduces an even more challenging idea. As we mentioned at 
the beginning of this article, it implies that role vectors can go 
both ways, they can serve as outputs from the system into the 
context and they can also serve as inputs to the system from 
the context.

Differences between Roles as Signals and 
Roles as Symptoms
It is important not to take one’s roles just personally! Roles 
are not the person! Great relief is experienced when members 
recognize that their role behavior induces others to reciprocate 
from their roles, and the result is a role lock system, which 
governs them both. This can only be changed when it is 
understood as a system. Roles imported from the past have 
boundaries that are selectively permeable, open to inputs 
from the context that are similar enough to the original role 
organization, closed to the differences which could potentially 
lead to change. All roles were once a solution. SCT emphasizes 
that past roles, however maladaptive in the present, were 
adaptive at the time they were developed. 
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“Systems are similar in structure and function and different in dif-
ferent contexts. There is an interdependent relationship between 
the dynamics of structure, function, and energy at all levels of the 
systems hierarchy.” To clarify, she uses the metaphor of the Rus-
sian dolls: All have the same structure and function and their 
function is “to nest.” 

She also illustrates the interdependence of structure and func-
tion with the metaphor of the river and the riverbank: they both 
influence each other. So if you influence one system, you influ-
ence the other and ultimately all nested systems. 

Applying this principle of isomorphy to the work with our client, 
we realized that we could influence the client system by build-
ing and influencing our own system of two trainers. 

Like in any hierarchy of three systems, the middle system is the 
system that influences both the system it contains and the sys-
tem it is contained by; in our case, it influences both the indi-
vidual trainers and the client system. 

We realized that the energy we invested building our own train-
ing system, flowed directly into the client system and in our 
own trainer systems, multiplying its effect through isomorphy 
and developing our capability to work, created by the training 
opportunity we offered each other. 

We already knew that you often do process work with the goal 
of getting energy available for task work. What was new for us, 
was that a strong trainer system builds a stronger client system. 
From that moment on, we started to build our trainer system 
first, taking our time to subgroup, undo defenses and old roles, 
and use force fields to analyze our work. Only when that work 
is done do we start to talk about workshop content, learning 
that this takes less time than when we don’t start with out pro-
cess work. Even when one of us conducts a workshop on his 
or her own, we build our trainer system together. We consider 
the trainer of such a workshop to be the representative of our 
trainer system. 

After working like this for a year, we extended our group with 
two new members, both trained in SCT. Again, we started build-
ing trainer systems before we started working on workshop con-
tent, now with three or sometimes four members. The impact 
on our client work was strong, which showed in evaluations 
and feedback given in project steering groups. Our clients did 
not just get one or more trainers, they got a full trainer system 

– without realizing that! In evaluations, we heard that the way 
trainers related to each other during workshops was inspiring: 

“Between yourselves as trainers, you ‘walk the talk.’ ” We under-
stood this as isomorphy at work. 

Being a member of a trainer system has a distinct quality. Even 

Using Isomorphy to Help Client Systems in 
Organizations Develop
Peter Kunneman 
(peterkunneman@gmail.com)

My business partner –who is also my wife – and I were preparing 
for a two-day workshop for a new OD client. The client is a 
relatively large care provider in the Netherlands that had a 
high turnover of CEOs during a period of six years. In response 
to the uncertainty this created in the management team, the 
organization split up in solid silos, in which so-called cluster 
managers managed their clusters without cooperating with each 
other. 
The new CEO asked us to help him break through this pat-
tern with the motto: “From I-sland to We-land.” In Dutch this 
rhymes! We worked with his management team for a period of 
two years, and one more year with the management level below.

From day one, we noticed the client had great potential. We 
would love to contribute to the goals of the system, and to help 
make the boundaries at all system levels more open. So we very 
much wanted to make this a success.

Would we do well? In our preparation, we focused on content: 
“What are our goals for the workshop? Are they aligned with the 
client goals? What program will support these goals? Who takes 
which role and when?”

During the preparation, the tension between the two of us went 
up. One of us said: “I want to subgroup.” The subgrouping re-
vealed where we really were: anxious and tense. Subgrouping 
surfaced our similarities (anxiety) and created a safe environ-
ment to help each other undo the restraining forces by using 
SCT-protocols. 

After half an hour of process work, we resumed our task to pre-
pare for the workshop. Our work had a different quality: we 
were more present, creative, playful, and goal-oriented. 

On the first workshop day, we subgrouped in the car on our 
way to the training location. We were both at the edge of the 
unknown. By subgrouping, we rediscovered our curiosity and 
started to feel eager to step into the arena. The workshop went 
well, we reached our goals, and participants expressed satis-
faction in different ways during surprises and learnings. 

During the conversation we had on our way back, we realized 
that the group had picked up our curiosity and integrated it in 
their work during the day. So, the two of us formed a smaller 
trainer system within the system of the client group, and our 
energy became available to drive the work of the client group 
by isomorphy. This realization changed our way of preparing 
for client workshops dramatically. 

Yvonne Agazarian (1997, pp. 23f.; 2013) defines isomorphy as: 
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Merete Holm Brantbjerg 
(moaiku@brantbjerg.dk)

At the SCT Conference in Philadelphia in March 2015 I did a 2 
hour afternoon workshop titled: “Finding Our Member Role 
Through Centering: What Works?” This article builds on the 
material explored in that workshop and the process that led me 
to proposing it. I describe how I have integrated my knowledge 
from body-oriented psychotherapy with the SCT process of 
centering. In this process I have looked at and undone defiant 
roles that sometimes get triggered in me, when centering 
instructions are different from my bodily experiences. I have 
found ways to stay in member-role while participating in SCT 
centering – through integrating my own approach and SCT’s 
centering style.

Centering is a core aspect of systems-centered work. Whether 
we are entering a task group or a process group, we are 
challenged by the process of crossing the boundary into the 
context and finding our member role. Guidance into centering 
is used in SCT to support this transition. We take a moment 
to sit comfortably, reconnect to our centered experience 
and gently shift our attention to the context we are entering. 
Centering helps us to reduce distractions and have our person 
energy available for working in the group in our member role.

What do we actually do when we center? What helps when 
we center, and what gets in the way? And how do we deal 
with the fact that different members have different restraining 
forces to centering, so they center in different ways?

From my experience of guiding and being guided into centering 
in both SCT- and non-SCT groups, I’ve learned that there is no 
guidance into centering that works for everybody, Different 
ways of accessing a centered awareness of the body work for 
different members. I have also learned that we can all take up 
our own authority when centering. As the group leader guides 
us into centering, we can use or add what works for us, and let 
go of what doesn’t.

My goal in this article is to inspire this process of taking up 
authority when being guided or guiding into centering – by 
bringing possible additions to and reflections on the process 
of centering.

As I’m writing this, I’m sitting at the Chicago airport, 
waiting for my flight, I am in the process of entering my 
member role of writing this article. I didn’t center to begin 
with and now I discover that I am sitting unbalanced, with 
more weight on my left side. I am more aware of my head 
and upper body, and much less aware of my legs and trunk. I 
jumped into the writing process head first.

when another member is conducting a workshop on his or her 
own, all members are there in thought. When one of us once 
had a hard time with a group, she called another member 
during lunch break and they worked out how to work with the 
retaliatory impulse together. This restored the balance in the 
trainer system, which had an immediate impact on the client 
system after the lunch break. 

As this example shows, isomorphy works both ways. Extending 
Agazarian’s metaphor: the riverbed (client system) contains the 
river (trainer system), which in turn contains the fish (trainers). 
The river influences both the fish and the riverbed. . The retal-
iatory impulse itself originated in the client group, and trans-
ferred to the trainer and trainer system by isomorphy. As the 
client group was not ready yet to explore it, the trainer found 
a way to process it (for all three systems!) by connecting to the 
trainer system by phone during lunch break. In that way, the 
trainer system provided the grounding capability for all three 
systems. 

We also see isomorphy work in the opposite direction when we 
find our trainer system in arguments and yes-buts. We have be-
come keen to see the behavior in our trainer system as a barom-

eter for the client system, especially when we work with a client 
group during a longer period of time. We then assess the phase 
of development of the client system, based on the behaviors in 
our trainer system. 

Our work with the care provider continued for three years , and 
is now completed. Our main goal, to create the “We-land,” was 
reached, according to our clients and ourselves.

We know of course that isomorphy is not good or bad in itself. 
It just is. However, by anticipating the effects of isomorphy, we 
now expect it to work for us. By testing our expectations of iso-
morphy in our work, we build more and more trust in this silent 
partner.
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Finding our Member Role through Centering: 
What Works?
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I bring myself into a balanced position, I feel my connection 
to the ground – and I listen to how my body regulates itself 
after that. Which sensations come to the foreground? I notice 
a relaxation in my shoulders, my breath gets freer, I sense my 
feet, they are tingling. I get curious about which parts of my 
body are more distant. I am checking on my typical low energy 
areas – the inside of my legs and the surface of my upper back.

Paying attention to these parts brings them more on 
board. I make a tiny push with the inside of my feet into the 
floor, and sense how energy starts moving upwards through 
the inside of my legs, my pelvic floor, my core, and the front 
side of my spine. I notice more relaxation in my shoulders and 
rib cage. With this relaxation, energy gets distributed to the 
surface of my upper back and into a horizontal widening of 
my breathing.

I am ready, I am here. I notice a natural balance between 
orienting inwards and outwards. I notice the surroundings, 
people in the airport, my husband next to me – and my context, 
with the computer on my lap. I have entered my member role 
with more of me on board.

This is my version of getting centered in this moment.

There are different aspects we can explore and be curious 
about when centering. One aspect is the down-going and 
up-going connection through the body. Sitting in a balanced 
position invites the body to get connected to the ground 
naturally: it supports the down-going aspect of grounding 
through feet and sit bones. This process invites tension to let 
go. Taking in support from the ground supports the up-going 
aspect of grounding. In the centering protocol, this aspect is 
stimulated by following the inbreath upwards. The protocol 
reads: 

Sit comfortably let your chair support you and feel the floor 
under your feet. Feel the chair under your seat – (feel your sit 
bones and sit on them!).

Lower your eyes.

Become aware of your breathing. 

Breathe in. Follow your upper body as it rises, and your head 
as it floats. Breathe out. Follow your breath down, deeply into 
your center.

Pause. Become aware of your centered experience as you pause. 

In the version I chose, I stimulated the up-going energy by 
pushing my feet gently into the ground.

A second aspect we can explore, is modifying tension and 
low energy. Tension and low energy are two muscular defense 
patterns impacting our access to emotions and psychomotor 
impulses, each in their own way.

In my understanding, finding our member role through 
centering is supported by a light modification of both tension 
and low energy. If we modify the defenses more thoroughly, 

we are moving into work. The goal of the centering process is 
to modify these defenses enough to be able to put our energy 
behind the goal of the context we are in.

Tension and low energy work together: if you modify low 
energy, tension typically lets go by itself.

If you modify tension first, it can become easier to slow down 
enough to be able to track low energy. The risk of modifying 
tension first is that we can drop into our low energy states and 
get diffuse, tired, distant, flaccid etc, which is why undoing 
tension doesn’t always work or last. We easily re-establish 
tension after a while, if we don’t modify low energy too.

In my experience, there isn’t a single sequence of undoing 
tension and low energy that works for everybody in a centering 
process. Everybody can experiment with what sequence 
works for them.

That is what I did in my version at the airport: inviting a 
release of tension first, through getting into a balanced 
position – then undoing low energy on the inside and front of 
my body – then discovering that more tension let go – and that 
more low energy got modified.

Modification of tension happens through releasing 
energy in muscles, through letting go. Modification of low 
energy happens through building up energy through muscle 
activation, movement, touching your body etc. – in small 
and gentle ways. We can shift back and forth between these 
two principles: play with them – become curious about what 
works for each of us in the moment to support our member role.

As far as I can see, the key is to acknowledge that both patterns 
impact our presence, and to experiment with how to include 
both in the process of centering.

A third balance is between the vertical and horizontal 
aspect of our breathing. In the centering protocol, the 
vertical aspect of breathing is stimulated – through following 
the up-going movement of the inbreath and the down-going 
movement of the outbreath.

I add another possibility here: our breathing also has a 
horizontal pulse – widening horizontally and gathering again.

Try this out: sense your core area (the front side of lumbar 
vertebrae four and five) – follow your breathing in and out, 
and check what it feels like to sense a horizontal widening 
from your core, your rib cage and your skin on the inbreath – 
and a gathering around your center line, your core and your 
skin on the outbreath.

How is this different for you, compared to following the 
up-going and down-going rhythm of your breath? Do the two 
types of awareness of your breathing support your feeling of 
presence, and with that your member role, in different ways?

My version of this is that the up-going /down-going version 
touches into a pattern of tension in my breathing – and 
focusing often increases the tension. This means that this 
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type of guidance doesn’t support me to get more centered and 
to find my member role. It supports my survival role of being 
strong in myself.

Breathing horizontally brings energy into an area in 
my body that often has low energy. I get more connected 
to myself and find my capacity to connect to others. This 
supports me to enter into my member role with softness.

For others, the opposite might be true: that breathing 
horizontally ties into a pattern of tension in their breathing, 
and that breathing vertically helps them get more centered. 
My point is not that one style of centering is right and the other 
wrong. Both ways build on natural aspects of our breathing.

My intention is to provide an additional possibility, and with 
that to stimulate more individual authority in members to 
find out what type of body awareness actually supports our 
member role, encouraging all of us to participate in making 
guidance into centering work. 

The balance of doing and being is another balance that 
impacts the centering process. Following instructions bodily 
is doing something – no matter how gently we do it. There 
is a conscious intention in the instructions, and instructions 
speak to our conscious mind.

For some people that just isn’t helpful.

Members of the SCT community or from other groups sometimes 
come up to me and ask for support for how to center. My first 
response is to collect data about what works and what doesn’t 
work for them, and then to offer additional possibilities – often 
possibilities of activating low energy areas in the body.

Sometimes this works – and sometimes it doesn’t.

Sometimes any kind of instruction for what to notice and 
what to do, gets in the way of making contact with the body. 
Instructions can talk directly into stuck roles and deepen them 
instead of inviting us out of them.

Then what?

One possibility you can try out is to think of a bodily 
activity you like. It could be biking, running, walking, 
playing tennis, being in the sun, leaning up against a tree 
etc. Notice what happens in your body when you do that. 
The chance is that a bodily activity we like, holds a natural 
centering that can be activated by remembering the activity. 
The challenge is to bring this quality to the here and now – 
and not to timetravel and lose contact with the context here 
and now.

In my centering process at the airport, I combined doing with 
listening to how my body regulates by itself. I started with 
getting myself into a balanced position – and then I shifted 
to listening for a while. Then I made a conscious choice of 
bringing energy into an area with low energy – and then I 
listened again to how my body regulated by itself.

For me, this style works better than following a series of 
instructions. Following instructions helps to keep a structure 
in my bodily presence. Listening to how my body regulates by 
itself opens up trust related to the non-verbal capacity of my 
body.

Like with the other balances – there is no one version that 
works for all of us.

Level of experience can impact the balance – if centering 
is new for you, instructions, suggestions for what to do and 
be aware of in the body can be helpful and often necessary 
to discover the potential in the body. On the other hand, if 
the instructions you get don’t fit your sensations they hold a 
dilemma.

When guiding centering, we talk verbally about the body. 
Doing that holds a challenge. How do we find a neutral 
language – a language that invites orienting into factual 
reality? 

In the psychomotor tradition I was trained in, I learned to 
differentiate between the concepts of body sensations and body 
experiences. Body sensations are defined as concrete bodily 
sensations like “My hands are hot and sweaty,” “My heart is 
beating slower than usual,” “I have a tingling sensation in my 
calves,” “I feel the contact between the chair and my sit bones.” 

“The chair is hard.” “I feel a slight pain in my sit bones.”

Body experiences are defined as emotionally loaded 
experiences of the body, where emotions and sensations 
and often also cognitive interpretations are undifferentiated. 
Examples of body experiences are: “My hands are burning,” 

“My heart is about to stop,” “My calves feel like a thousand ants 
crawling,” “The chair is pushing me.” 

Body experience language risks to accelerate emotions 
without getting oriented to reality. Statements like “my hands 
are burning” or “my heart is about to stop,” e.g., can easily 
accelerate anxiety based on negative predictions (unless you 
are actually facing a threatening heart condition). 

The process of differentiating between body sensations 
and body experiences holds a similarity with the process in 
SCT of differentiating between what I actually know right now, 
and predictions of the future. Both processes have the goal of 
supporting a reality-based presence in the here and now.

Another way of saying this, is that the language of body 
experience invites us further into our person system, whereas 
the language of body sensation invites us to orient to the here 
and now, which can support the transition into member role.

In guiding centering it is a real challenge to find language that 
strictly orients to naming and exploring reality.

An example: the SCT protocol reads Follow your upper body 
as it rises, and your head as it floats.

Is this body sensation language or body experience language? 
It is a fact that an up-going movement is stimulated in the 
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body, when we breathe in. It is also a fact that different 
muscular defence patterns impact how this innate potential in 
our breathing actually feels and works in the body. The same 
thing goes for what happens to the head when we breathe in. 
Potentially the up-going movement of the inbreath makes the 
neck lengthen, and the neck supports how the head is carried. 
This can give us an experience of the head becoming lighter, 
or floating. And it is a fact that muscular defense patterns will 
impact what actually happens when we breathe in and how it 
feels in the neck and head.

It is thus not a given that “the body rises” and that “the head 
floats.” The words describe potential experiential qualities we 
can experience when breathing in. The words can fit or not 
fit the experience of different people in the centering process.

When I hear the words: “Follow your upper body as it rises and 
your head as it floats,” I check out if the words fit my bodily 
sensations and my emotional experience. If they don’t, I let 
them go and support my centering in a different way. 

When instructions name a potential experience without 
clarifying that it is one possible experience out of many, this 
holds a dilemma. On the one hand, the instruction orients us 
to a potentially resourceful sensation and experience, which 
may support us opening up to this potential in the body.

On the other hand, the instruction tells us what we are 
supposed to feel in the moment. It defines our reality by 
prioritizing one potential experience, which can trigger either 
compliance or defiance. A compliant reaction could be: “The 
instruction is the authority, telling me how I should feel, I do 
my best to feel it and when I don’t feel that way in my body, 
something is wrong with me. I have to try harder.” A defiant 
reaction could be: “Fuck off. Don’t tell me what to feel.”

I still feel a light version of the defiant voice every time I hear 
an instruction defining my experience. I feel an invitation into 
fight about reality-perception.

When I guide centering, my solution is to look for words that 
guide what we can do – instead of how it feels. For example: 

“Push your feet gently into the floor – and notice how that 
activates an up-going movement in your body – potentially all 
the way up to your head and above it. You can add awareness 
of your breathing to that – following the up-going movement 
on your inbreath, and the down-going movement on your 
outbreath.”

This allows room for different flavors of experience.

I like naming different ways of doing an activation – 
for example: “You can make the push with the whole foot, 
primarily with the outside of your feet or with the inside. Do 
you have a preference? Choose the one that gives you access 
to an experience that feels supportive to your presence in this 
moment.”

The dilemma with this style is that it takes more time – it holds 
a skill training that allows you to get to know more detailed 

possibilities in the body. You can’t do that in a short centering 
instruction.

Orienting inwards and outwards: In my process at the 
airport, a natural impulse to orient outwards emerged by itself, 
when my body became more balanced and filled out.

This isn’t always the case.

Focusing on body sensations for a while, which is what 
typically happens when we center ourselves or are guided into 
centering, will for some people trigger a tendency to withdraw 
into the body and lose the outer context. With this pattern, 
we benefit from being guided into noticing the outer context. 
Other people prefer to orient to the outer context, and tend to 
stay away from focusing on body sensations. With that pattern 
we benefit from being invited to stay for a while with orienting 
inwards.

Being in member role means being able to access information 
both from yourself and from the outer context – which means 
balancing between orienting inwards and outwards.

We have different styles and speeds in how we access this 
potential balance. What do we do first? 

An experiment: Try out what works best for you – to orient 
inwards to body sensations – or to orient outwards by noticing 
the outer context first.

I learned from one of my trauma clients that my typical 
sequence of orienting inwards first, didn’t work for her. (That 
is also the sequence used in the SCT protocol). The client lost 
contact to the here and now and dropped too deep right away, 
when she started by focusing inwards. For her, orienting to the 
here and now outer context first, worked way better.

What difference does it make to center? Which parts of me 
become available by centering and how does that impact my 
member role?

Why bother with all these details about centering? What 
difference does it make?

The centering process in the airport slowed me down, 
and with that I became aware of more sensations, impulses 
and emotions. My excitement got more grounded. I stopped 
hurrying to get it done – I found more acceptance of the fact 
that I could start the writing process without having to finish 
it until later. Accessing my center line, and more support in 
my upper back, negotiated a tendency to write from a one-up 
position. I accessed an impulse to share what had happened in 
the workshop at the conference – bring it out to a bigger part 
of the SCT community.

Accessing a naturally balanced and centered position 
negotiates stuck roles and invites us into presence and freer 
choices. We get access to more information about ourselves 
and the context we are in, and with that, support for a reality- 
and curiosity-based member role.
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SCT Training Overview
The SCT training curriculum offers training opportunities 
at the four levels described below, as well as 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 outcome goals for that 
level. Moving through any training pathway in SCT is paced 
by each individual’s time, energy and resources, and by the 
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 oneself and gaining the personal development 
that comes from working in a 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 them-
selves “just personally”

• Developed ability to recognize and shift from a per-
son-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 (consultation with an SCT licensed practitioner is a 
requirement as one begins to use the skills with others) is 
the base from which members become eligible to apply for 
licensing as an SCT Practitioner, if that is their goal.  

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 
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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 ongo-
ing 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.

.

Systems-Centered Training & Research Institute

20th Anniversary Endowment Campaign
We are so grateful to everyone who has generously contributed time, energy and 

money toward the Systems-Centered Training and Research Institute’s  
20th Anniversary Endowment campaign! 

 Thanks to all of you contributing, we have now raised over $35,000!

Since its inception last year, our Endowment Fundraising has been energized 
by each of you, at all system levels. Members have made individual donations, 

and other members have donated through events and crowd-sourcing activities. 
We’ve had significant support from SCTRI-Austin and SCT-Netherlands and, 

finally, we had a system-as-a-whole “FUN-raising,” with our auction and fashion 
show at the 2016 Annual Conference Party in San Francisco. This has truly been 

a system-building campaign.

For more information on how to support our Systems-Centered Training and 
Research Institute (SCTRI), go to the Endowment page on our website at  

www.systemscentered.com. 
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From SCTRI’S Action Groups
SCTRI in a Nutshell
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.

Treasurer: Keeps an eye on the ability of SCTRI to support its 
activities and events with adequate financial resources.

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

System Mentors: Keep an eye on the overall functioning 
of SCTRI and systems-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, the Action Groups 
within SCTRI are: Annual Conference, Continuing Education, 
Curriculum Development, Finance, Fundraising, Membership, 
Newsletter, E-News, Research, Trainers, Licensed Practitioners 
and Web.

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

From The Associate Director
I just had a go at writing something for the Newsletter and then 
read it, and was struck by how boring it was. It was worthy, 
unexceptionable, positive and dull. 

I wondered how I could edit it to make it livelier, or scrap it 
and write something more interesting, and caught myself in 
this wondering. Perhaps it might be better to investigate what 
this aborted draft might represent, and see if it related to a 

system dynamic. What was showing up in me that had become 
expressed in a sermonically positive mode? The kind of tone in 
which the article had been written was out of character for me 

– what is going on here? If I looked again at the communication, 
what might it indicate in relation to a role I had unconsciously 
adopted, and to what was that role the answer to a problem?

So I re-read the article. I noticed some features – it was written 
more in the passive voice than usual; it was generalizing and 
rather third party; it finished on a note of optimism which did 
not seem rooted in what had gone before.

Curious. The tone suggests a cautious, academic, non-
contentious “play it safe” attitude; an organization of my 
resources I can recognize which can be very functional 
sometimes – so an adaptive role – but why had it come up in 
this context? Why was I telling myself that I needed to step 
carefully in what I wrote in this “From the Associate Director” 
article? What danger was I telling myself I needed to avoid by 
adopting this stance?

I paused here in writing to check that out with myself. I just 
surfaced the following: I generally do not like anything I write 
to be corrected. If I write something that is fault-free, then no 
reviewer can find fault with it. Avoiding my authority issue 
reaction is a driving force, as it is painful to be corrected. The 
restraining force, however, is that when I attempt to write 
in that way it comes out as dull. Perhaps more significantly, 
there is also a “should” – I should be writing something 

“appropriate” from my Associate Director role, and when I 
investigate what that dreaded word “appropriate” actually 
means to me in this context, I discover I mean redolent with 
knowledge and the authority that comes with having worked 
it all out. I also notice that when I am writing from this belief 
I am completely in my head, and have no access to the rest of 
the ways I get information about the world. When I am writing 
in the way I am now, however, I am getting hold of something 
and racing to keep up with what I am gaining insight about. 

How is this experience isomorphic then? It seems pretty clear 
to me – if I get induced into playing it safe when I do not need to, 
and if the result is loss of vitality and redundancy, when I even 
bore myself, then I am relating to a goal of “don’t get it wrong.” 
If I get out of that survival posture then I will risk “getting 
it wrong” in the pursuit of where the energy flows. If this 
dialectic is alive in me then is it alive in the organization, and 
what are the consequences? Is there a struggle in our system 
as a whole between “doing SCT right” and experimenting with 
SCT, using the theory as a guide and relying on the values?

Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)

.
Steering Group
The Steering Group, as an extension of the SCTRI Board, meets 
weekly to guide and to act as a resource to the organization 
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between Board meetings. We continue to meet with the 
various work groups, providing support, clarifying policy, and 
exploring issues through functional subgrouping in order to 
make decisions that are in the best interest of the organization. 

This past September, Sven-Erik Viskari joined the Steering 
Group, contributing his resources and insights to our work. 
We are particularly excited to have him as a member, as he, 
along with Mike Maher, bring an international perspective to 
our work. 

Much of our work within the past 8 months has focused on the 
2016 Conference and the new Conference Co-Director System. 
As Norma Safransky focused on the Conference climate, Mike 
Maher on the program, and Rowena Davis on communication, 
and develop teams to work with them, the Steering Group met 
with them monthly to offer support and to review the proposed 
Conference program, the Conference brochure, and other 
communications to increase interest in our Conference in San 
Francisco. Also, with the establishment of a clear Conference 
administrative system, Kathy Lum and Jan Vadell have taken 
up their authority to make decisions based on their knowledge 
and experience of the workings of the Conference. We are 
excited about the way the Conference System and the Steering 
Group have developed over the years, so that our work with 
the Co-Directors is collaborative and rewarding, as we all face 
the challenge of creating Conferences that reflects our values 
and find ways of using social media to create an interest in the 
Conference. 

We continue to meet regularly with our Treasurer, Nina 
Klebanoff, to develop a balanced budget and keep an eye 
on finances. We have supported FRAG (Fundraising Action 
Group) in developing the Endowment Fund, and we continue 
to review videos and other content posted on our website. And 
we are continuing to work with the Newsletter Editor, Roelof 
Langman, as he leads the Newsletter team through a transition 
in staffing and the Newsletter format. 

As we meet with members of the various work groups, we are 
impressed with the expertise they bring to their particular 
work, as well as with their ability to focus on role, goal and 
context and to stay in member role - which helps us to stay in 
member role and to remember to subgroup, especially when 
we are all struggling with difficult decisions! 

As we work in the Steering Group, we are aware that SCTRI is 
a living experiment of the Theory of Living Human Systems, 
and we are constantly challenged to put our knowledge and 
skills into practice, working within the values and norms of 
SCT. We encourage other members to consider joining work 
groups too, as a way of applying and developing your own SCT 
skills. And for those who are interested in following the work 
of the Steering Group on a weekly basis, we encourage you to 
go to www.systemscentered.com/Members/Minutes and read 
our Steering Group Minutes.

Claudia Byram (claudia.byram@verizon.net)

Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)

Dorothy Gibbons (dorothygibbons2@yahoo.com)

Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)

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

.
Conference 2016
When we heard the news that Yvonne had broken her hip 
and would not be able to attend the Conference, we in the 
Conference Co-Director system felt upset, realizing that the 
word “upset” captured the experience of destabilization of 
our system that we felt at person, member and subgroup 
level. We were also in touch with the impact at a whole 
system level.  What we then proceeded to rediscover was how 
a destabilization also allows for development. The system 
mobilized and the gaps were filled; people were generous in 
their responses and took on new and different challenges; the 
feeling of upset stayed at our person levels and changed into 
relief and pride in our membership roles.

From our Co-Director roles the Conference was a deeply 
satisfying experience. We were happy to be responsible for 
such a professional, high quality and richly diverse set of 
trainings and workshops. We were thrilled to see some new 
and experimental approaches to the work and intrigued to 
notice how powerfully relevant the theme of Dominance and 
Submission was in workshops, trainings and the Large Group.  

Speaking of which, the Large Group this year seemed different—
perhaps the article that appeared in the previous Newsletter 
had an influence?  We would be interested to hear the views 
of others who attended – from our perspective, it seemed 
that there was an exciting spirit of innovation. Some things 
happened in the Large Group that have never happened before, 
and the group seemed to have its boundaries open to the 
newness. Also from our perspective it seemed like more of the 

“old timers” found their voices. For us “old-timers” this was a 
satisfaction – and of course others may have had a different 
response!

San Francisco was delightful; Japantown represented a 
new experience; Fillmore Street did a great job of creatively 
separating us from our cash. The Thursday party was a blast; 
Per-Olof in his DJ role has become an SCTRI institution.  

The Friday afternoon workshop brought the latest theory to 
life. This was the point in the Conference where Yvonne’s 
presence was most strongly felt, as the ongoing development 
and articulation of the theory is so close to her heart.

We want to say a particular thanks to all the presenters who 
stepped in and covered trainings and workshops at short 
notice – Ray Haddock, Rich O’Neill, Fran Carter, Mike Maher, 
Susan Gantt, Claudia Byram, and Madeline O’Carroll.
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We are now saying goodbye to our Co-Directors system – 
writing this is the final piece in our work together.  Norma 
Safransky was in the role for four years – an SCTRI record.  
Mike Maher worked with Norma for three of those years and 
Rowena Davis joined us for the past year.  We all developed 
and learned in the role and, most importantly, had a lot of 
fun together.  Rowena will stay to provide continuity until 
the autumn; we have now handed on the leadership batons 
to Gayna Havens, who will lead on program planning; Alida 
Zweidler-Mackay who will lead on communications; and 
Debbie Woolf and Dayne Naretta who together will lead on 
atmosphere.

Last of all we want to thank our fantastic admin team, Kathy 
Lum and Jan Vadell, whose skills, knowledge and sheer hard 
work made the Conference go so very well.

Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)

Other members of the Conference planning system:

Rowena Davis (rowenamdavis@googlemail.com)

Norma Safransky (nsafransky@gmail.com).
Continuing Education
Welcome to Susan Lange, the new coordinator of the CE Group. 
Dick Ganley has served as the coordinator for many years and 
is moving on to devote his time more fully to his new Research 
Director role. Much appreciation to Dick for developing the 
group and enabling it to accomplish a lot over the years – all 
while having fun!

In the past several months, the group has been coordinating 
efforts with the Web Group to streamline the Continuing 
Education process, and to reduce the cost of providing CE 
credits. We have made good progress with this and had many 
of the efficiencies in place for the 2016 Conference.

The CE group has also supported efforts to find out if it is 
feasible for SCTRI to become an approved provider of Social 
Work CEs for the New York State Board of Social Workers. 
As it turned out, this would be quite complicated, and the 
organization has agreed to outsource this to Amedco (as an 
experiment for one year) for the 2017 Annual Conference.

If you have any questions about the CE process, or would 
like to gain experience in a fun and efficient SCT work group, 
contact any one of us.

Susan Lange (slangephd@att.net)

Kay Hereford Voorhees (kherefordv@gmail.com)

Kathy Lum, (admin@systemscentered.com)

Curriculum Development
The Curriculum Development group (CDG) keeps an eye on the 

curriculum for the organization. As with any living human 
system, information is our fuel and our energy.  This means 
we want to communicate information about the curriculum 
to members and those who are curious. Over time we have 
also taken in information, especially from members about 
where there are gaps in the curriculum and have used this to 
recommend new training contexts.

As we continue our work we are thinking about how we liaise 
with other action groups, particularly the Trainers Group. 
We’re also starting to think about this in relation to the 
Conference (see the Conference Supplement in this past Fall 
edition of the Newsletter for more information).  

We meet monthly on the 2nd Friday of the month at 8:00 AM 
ET and welcome any new members. 

Fundraising 
Fundraising with an emphasis on “fun!”

SCTRI is an organization that has developed and transformed 
from simple to more complex by following the paths created 
by our member contributions of time, energy and resources 
and the Fundraising Action Group (FRAG) is an excellent 
example of this. 

Since the establishment of the Endowment, FRAG has again 
undergone a structural change as it expands its fundraising 
efforts. Rowena Davis moved from her member role to a 
consultant role, as her membership in the Web group can on 
occasion be a resource to our group. Additionally, Joy Luther 
joined us in a consultant role and liaison to the Board, given 
her experience and fundraising success through the “Friends 
of SCT” Facebook page. We are very grateful to have been 
able to expand our resources!

Having developed and implemented the silent auction and 
party games that so successfully raised money for the Yvonne 
Agazarian Research Scholar Fund, the Fundraising Action 
Group recently switched its focus to raising money for the 
20th Anniversary Endowment Campaign. 

The idea for the Endowment Fund came from FRAG, which 
has contained, from our earliest beginnings, the vision of a 
financially sustainable and thriving organization. The goal of 
the Endowment Fund is to create a stable financial resource 
to support the ongoing development and transformation of 
the organization and its training, research and strategies for 
change. The Finance Group and Board have fully endorsed 
this project and a goal of raising $50,000 has been set. As of 
publication date, we have raised $35,000.

To make a donation you can join our effort at: 
http://www.systemscentered.com/Institute/Donate

Since the Endowment Fund’s launch at the 2015 Conference, 
the energy to raise funds for it has permeated among the 
membership. For example, a member raised money via a 
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posting for 20 consecutive days about the Endowment Fund on 
the “Friends of SCT” Facebook page! Others made anonymous 
donations, organized dinner parties, including a “No-Show-
Pool party” – an event that did not need anyone to dress up, or 
drive anywhere to meet friends and swim – a simple donation 
was sufficient to “attend.” 

Others generated SCT introductory or SAVI workshops, and 
donated net proceeds. Yet others were making donations 
in memoriam for friends or pets. Yet others contributed a 
donation, instead of bringing a nice bottle of wine to a party! 
And, still others are making arrangements to include SCTRI 
in their will. This energy is what is driving the fundraising 
and we are excited to be joined in such an active way by many 
supporters, within and outside the membership.

We would like to thank everyone who has generously supported 
our efforts!

Fran Carter (carter2229@aol.com) 

Rowena Davis (rdavis@rdaconsulting.net)

Joy Luther (joyluthersoffice@gmail..com)

Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com)

Elaine Pratt (elainepratt35@gmail.com)

Deb Ziegler (dzconsult@aol.com)

.
Research
When crossing the boundary into the research world outside 
of SCTRI, SCT researchers are new members entering an 
established system in the larger scientific community. As is 
typically the case, the established system is likely to act in 
ways to keep the newer members out, even if the official norm 
is to welcome them in. As newer members we are susceptible 
to all of the dynamics that go with our newness. Shall we 
charge in and show the field how brilliant and superior our 
methods are (dominance, fight, one-up), or follow the rules 
of the established research methods even if they don’t meet 
our needs, proving to others we deserve a place (submission, 
flight, one-down), or find those with whom we can share, 
learn from, and support mutual development, as we each 
bring in our own piece (cooperation, subgrouping, intimacy). 
Each of these scenarios comes to us in real research. It is easy 
to be cocky and self-assured, only to be shot down, or tripped 
up by the competition; or to go along with what is expected, 
to such a degree that the essence and energy of what we 
have gets trampled by tradition. As newcomers, how do we 
manage these pulls and pushes that are inevitably part of the 
experience, so we get the best shot possible of bringing what 
we have to offer into the world?

These are the questions I have asked presenters in the 
Conference 2016 Research Workshop to address, as they bring 

us up to speed on the status of current projects. What are 
the driving and restraining forces encountered internally as 
they’ve entered the world of rigorously testing the concepts 
and methods that SCT is all about? And what have they run 
into when they’ve presented their ideas to Institutional Review 
Boards, or asked organizations or individuals to participate in 
a study, or submitted material to be published? 

Some of the questions being addressed by current research 
projects include the following. Can the effectiveness of 
occupational rehabilitation be improved by using SCT in 
the Rehab Team process?  How does functional subgrouping 
affect the satisfaction and organizational-connectedness of 
religious counselors when used to facilitate a discussion of 
their professional roles? Can SCT methods create a context in 
which it is possible to effectively treat the annihilation anxiety 
that is at the heart of PTSD?

Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com)

On behalf of the Research Group :

 Fran Carter (carter2229@aol.com)

  Jacquie Mogle (jam935@psu.edu)

.
System Mentors
In our role as system mentors we meet twice a year at the 
SCTRI Board meeting, and in between as the need comes 
up.  Our role is to keep an eye on emerging issues in our 
organization, in places where we think an input would be 
useful or responding to subsystems that ask for a consult.  In 
the last few issues we have been remarking on the ubiquity 
of the authority issue in all of our lives – we are never done 
with it!  We wanted to normalize the ongoing challenge that 
all of us face to catch and work with our own authority issue 
responses. This is true within SCTRI as well as in our work and 
personal worlds.  This time we found ourselves exploring the 
issue of commitment from a member perspective: how do we 
think about fully taking up our member role from a systems 
perspective, if we can free the exploration from the pressures 
of the authority issue?

For a start, “commitment” is not a systems-centered construct.  
So, what would happen if we translate the idea into systems 
language?  We could think of commitment as a consistent 
vector of energy into a system by its subsystems, i.e., members, 
and related to the goals of the context hierarchy.  This might 
help us as members be aware of the impact on ourselves as 
members, on the systems we are a part of and on ourselves as 
persons when we change course. 

For example, might we discover, recognize and potentially 
integrate more “committed” member energy in ways we 
hadn’t before realized, both inside and across boundaries of 
SCTRI?  This might provide a new angle, perhaps influencing a 
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Newsletter section, on how we integrate SCT in our professional 
and personal lives. To be more specific: as a member my 
challenge is to be aware and mindful about my commitments, 
value the option to have the free choice to make my decisions 
and at the same time realizing that my choices have an impact 
on system energy and development.

Anyone else?

Claudia Byram (Claudia.byram@verizon.net)
Fran Carter (carter2229@aol.com)

Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
Jon McCormick (JM2022@columbia.edu)

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

.
Trainers Group
A number of our recent meetings have included reports of 
new and upcoming trainings, our annual review of the recent 
spring Conference, and taking in a meaningful appreciation 
from the Board of Directors to the Trainers Group for our 
ongoing work in creating a new training track, Training for 
Trainers. All are described below.

At this year’s Conference, a new “three-year group” began 
with a large membership that was identified well before the 
Conference began. Congratulations to Joy Luther and Claudia 
Byram for their work organizing and assessing readiness, and 
leading the training which is off to a very good beginning. 
Thanks also to the broader group of Trainers for their collective 
work with trainees’ applications and force fields. 

Dorothy Gibbons has described the flow of trainees moving into 
the Skills Training at our Annual Conference. Mentor training 
with Fran Carter was held in Philadelphia earlier this year, 
and will be offered again in York, England September, 2016. 
The training in Philadelphia held some important learnings 
for all of us in our various training roles, both leadership and 
membership. The learnings coming out of Mentor Training 
included the importance of assessing ability of trainees to shift 
from person to member, as well as seeing one’s experience as 
part of the context, not only as personal experience. 

It has been confirmed that the next Authority Issue Group (AIG) 
will begin November, 2016, given that the current AIG has now 
transitioned to a Licensing Group! The new AIG-VIII will be 
led by Susan Gantt and Ray Haddock. We noted this important 
transition time (new three year group, ongoing trainings at the 
intermediate level of Skills training and Mentor Training, and 
the near beginning of a new AIG), and how the overall flow 
and timing of trainings are in support of each specific training. 
We clarified our role in supporting and encouraging trainees 
to prepare for the upcoming AIG training by creating and 
maintaining a consultation relationship, as well as working 

with criteria for AIG membership posted on the web. 

More recently, the Trainers Group has been discussing the 
process of staffing of Trainers at the Conference, particularly 
in the morning trainings. Historically we have given this task 
over to an ad hoc Trainers Staffing Group, made up of Susan 
Gantt, Fran Carter, Meigs Ross, and Claudia Byram. As one 
member begins to leave this role, it is an opportunity for the 
Trainers Group to explore driving and restraining forces of 
shifting the responsibility for staffing decisions to our group 
as a whole. More ahead…

And finally, and unexpectedly, our group received an 
appreciation from the Board of Directors thanking us for the 
work “you are doing for our organization” particularly in 
designing a “Training for Trainers” program, our ongoing 
work of late. Members commented on our own surprise in 
noticing how pleased we felt with the Board’s appreciation 
and understanding of the work we do. The tone of their 
appreciation continued with members of our group finding 
our own appreciation for others within our group who took up 
leadership roles within the context of our own meeting work. 
A special moment of isomorphic sharing of our appreciative 
energy between and within our systems, fueling our motivation 
to continue developing!  

Rich Armington (armington@gmail.com)

.
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Certificates of Appreciation Presented at 
the 2016 Annual SCT Conference 
Dick Ganley: For your years of service as Coordinator of the 
Continuing Education work group and for bringing your vision 
to the CE process, raising awareness of the meaningfulness of 
the process throughout the organization.

Dorothy Gibbons: For your consistent and insightful 
contributions to the work of the Steering Group over your many 
years of membership - from April 3, 2001 to be precise! Your 
attunement to the values, theory and the heart and spirit of SCT 
inform our work, while your task leadership keeps us on track.

Ben Schlaepfer: For so generously contributing your technical 
expertise to the SCTRI website and for so wonderfully 
demonstrating “grace under pressure” by stepping up and 
designing our online 2016 Conference Brochure with short notice.  

Jane Steinberg & Perri Franskoviak: For so enthusiastically 
spearheading the local outreach for our 2016 Conference and 
for creating interest in SCT through workshops, professional 
networks, and personal conversations. 

Mark Perlmutter: For so generously contributing your time and 
expertise to facilitate a workshop as part of local outreach for 
the 2016 SCT Conference.

Elaine Pratt: For patiently and graciously holding the 
Endowment vision and energy for years, until SCTRI was ready 
to implement it.

Susan Gantt: For your generous, skillful and intrepid outreach 
to so many audiences on behalf of SCT. Your efforts bring 
the core methods and core values of SCT to the professional 
world, as well as invite new energy to the Conference and new 
members to SCTRI.

Eileen Jones: For managing all the nuances that emerge in 
your role of site liaison for Board of Directors meetings. Your 
skillfulness was highlighted by your absence at the last Board 
meeting - the first one you have ever missed!  We managed, and 
felt the absence of your experienced hand.

Peter & Margaret Dunlap: With gratitude for your work, hosting 
a local SCT workshop and contributing to our development in 
the Bay Area.

Rowena Davis, Alida Zweidler-McKay, Dayna Burnett, & Kathy 
Lum: For pioneering the Communications group and showing us 
effective ways of integrating promotion by “telling” not “selling,” 
consistent with the heart and soul of our theory.

Mike Maher: For the way you whole-heartedly have taken 
up the Associate Director role. Done with skills, compassion, 
thoughtfulness and a beautiful way to blend seriousness with 
work jokes and humor.

Joy Luther, Kathy Grandey, Paula Zamarra, Bertha Kondrak, 
Linda Fontaine, Rich Armington, Susan Cassano, & Lou Rigler: 

With great appreciation for your commitment and pioneering 
work as a member of the SCTRI-Austin Board of Directors. By 
supporting emergent energy for SCT trainings and modeling 
how to create and sustain a regional training center using SCT 
methods, you have made a significant and lasting contribution 
to the Systems-Centered Training and Research Center. 

Sydnor Sikes, Rol Fellows, Susan Lange, & Linda Scott: With 
great appreciation for your commitment and pioneering work 
in establishing Austin as an SCT training center. Through your 
leadership in supporting emergent energy for SCT trainings 
in the Southwest, you have made a significant and lasting 
contribution to the Systems-Centered Training and Research 
Center.

.
Surprises, Learnings, Satisfactions and 
Dissatisfactions from the 2016 San  
Francisco Annual Conference
A great satisfaction about the way all participants brought 
their energy and knowledge as members and with curiosity.

The experience as a presenter of being able to give and to gain 
and see that reflected isomorphically in participants.

Ray Haddock 
(rayhad@doctors.org.uk)

I normally find the large group quite slow and sometimes 
inauthentic, but I was engaged and impressed with the work 
as I think others were as well. A driving force was not having 
the past goal of “cross fertilization” from the day’s activities, I 
think that kept things superficial and lacking the spontaneity 
present this year for the 2 days I attended. 

A particular learning, from observing Marianne Bentzen’s 
teaching style: When describing the concept of the 3 brains, 
reptilian, mammal, and human, she reminded us of the larger 
context that the complexity of the brain, and the limited 
understanding we have at the moment is way more complex 
then the model suggests.  Another way to put it is not taking 
our neurological models and theories “just literally.”

Jim Peightel 
(jpeightel@comcast.net)

Surprises

• After returning from the Conference I am surprised how 
much the learning has influenced my thoughts in therapy 
sessions with clients. Much of what I’ve learned is already 
influencing my practice positively.

• I was surprised by the friendliness of the attendees and 
the variety of perspectives, professions, and nationalities 
presented. These divergent perspectives greatly added to 
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the experience and provided valuable learnings. 

Learnings

• I enjoyed learning about SAVI and experiencing a new way 
to view and track communications in groups.

• I learned to say “anyone else” more often in my practice 
and in life.

Satisfactions

• Conference Buddy for new comers: The buddy program 
really worked out well for me. I appreciated having 
someone with a bit more experience to ask questions and 
share experiences with. 

• SAVI Training - The presenters for the SAVI late morning 
and early afternoon sessions during the week were 
excellent. 

• The variety of drop in and afternoon workshop session 
topics was impressive. It was often hard to pick just one.

Dissatisfactions

• I was dissatisfied with the Morning Foundation Group. 
I wish the group could have been smaller. The number 
of people created limits on who could be heard on any 
given day. Due to time constraints differences seemed to 
be left until the last 5-10 minutes. I was also hoping for 
more exploration of theory and an opportunity to explore 
theory related questions. For example, more information 
on phases of groups may help give group members a frame 
for understanding their emotions and reactions.

It seems like I might be in a difficult place for wanting to learn 
more about SCT. I do not do a lot of group work, and am mostly 
interested in using SCT in individual and couple work. I am 
wondering if Conferences are the best option for me or not. 

Brian Gieringer 
(bgieringer@gmail.com)

.
A Curriculum Conversation from the 2016 
Conference
The Curriculum Development Group (CDG) hosted a lively 
lunchtime meeting at the Conference which generated a lot of 
energy and innovative suggestions for our training program.  
The idea to host this conversation emerged from a recent CDG 
meeting when we began to explore not only the “what” of the 
curriculum but also the “why” and then began to connect 
each of the trainings to the Theory of Living Human Systems. 
We discovered among ourselves that we had lots of questions, 
answers, discoveries, unknowns and fun as we looked at our 
training program through the lens of theory. And we suddenly 
felt the program come alive in a new way. So we decided to 
invite the larger membership to join us as we continued our 

exploration beginning with the question: “What’s Theory Got 
to Do with It?” 

At the beginning of our lunchtime meeting, we sat with 
some apprehension, as we were the only ones in the room 
at the far end of a long hallway. But slowly members with 
various levels of experience trickled in until we had a group 
of about a dozen members. After some clarifying questions 
about the current curriculum, including the newly created 
Organizational Curriculum Chart, members began to explore 
how the newest theory on the inner person system has begun 
to be integrated into their training groups. Then there was a 
surge of energy as intermediate and advanced members who 
are not licensed or who are not in ongoing training groups 
subgrouped around the following questions: How do we keep 
current with innovations in theory? How do we generate and 
share ideas of how we are using our SCT training in various 
contexts? What is creativity and what is drift? Where can we 
explore our applications of SCT in an attuned environment 
without a fear of judgment?

As the members explored, an idea emerged about creating 
a “greenhouse” or forum where members could openly bring 
in and get feedback and support about the ways that they 
are using SCT and how they have integrated the theory into 
their work. Members agreed that such openness could reduce 
some fear of “doing it wrong” and could encourage creativity. 
Suggestions included a forum at each annual conference or 
phone meetings throughout the year.

Our conversation ended with the members expressing 
satisfaction at the opportunity to influence the curriculum 
and with a lot of energy to find ways to connect with others. 
And we, as members of the CDG, left the meeting with lots 
of energy and ideas as well as a renewed awareness of how 
theory’s got everything to do with it!

Claudia Byram (claudia.byram@verizon.net)

Dorothy Gibbons (dorothygibbons2@yahoo.com)

Irene McHenry (irene@friendscouncil.org)

Madeline O’Carroll (madmoc1@gmail.com)

Alida Zweidler-McKay (zmconsulting@mac.com)

. 

Training Completion Certificates 
Presented at the 2016 Annual  
SCT Conference
Newly Re-Licensed

Dick Ganley

Intermediate Skills Training

Shanta Baan
Cecilia Duberg
Beth Godfrey
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Jesper Hermansson
Karola Högberg
Cayce Ramey
Tommy Rogers
Pleun Sevens
Dan Tuffy
Gea van Kruistum

Mentor Training

Patricia Aerts
Björn Christensen
Floor Daver
Wayne Dorris
Peter Dunlap
Janneke Maas
Tanja Mars
Bernd Postma
Rowan Sharkey
Peter Slenders
Kati Taunt
Johan Wisén .
Recent Presentations
SCT was well-represented at the International Congress on 
Group Psychotherapy and Group Processes in Rovinj, Croatia, 
Aug. 31-Sept. 5, 2015:

Two-Day Pre-Congress Workshop led by Susan Gantt & 
Mike Maher 
Systems-Centered’s Functional Subgrouping and Its 
Interpersonal Neurobiology

Workshop led by Susan Gantt & Robert Hartford 
Systems-Centered’s Functional Subgrouping: Lowering 
Scapegoating So Differences Can Become Resources

Two-Day Course led by Robert Hartford & Ray Haddock 
Responses to Crisis in Context of Systems-Centered Phases of 
Group Development

Daily Median Group led by Ray Haddock & Juliet 
Koprowska 
Building a Systems-Centered Group to Explore the Human 
Response to Crisis

Susan Gantt also led a Large Group Reflection Group using 
functional subgrouping.

SCT was also well-represented at the American Group 
Psychotherapy Association (AGPA) annual meeting in New 
York City, February 22-27, 2016.

Two-Day Specific Interest Section led by Susan Gantt: 

Systems-Centered’s Functional Subgrouping and its 
Neurobiology

Open Session led by Yvonne Agazarian, Susan Gantt, 
Phyllis Goltra & Les Greene (Chair): 
A Systems-Centered View of Trauma and Annihilation 
Anxiety in the Systems of Person, Groups and Large Groups

All-Day Workshop led by Yvonne Agazarian: 
Systems-Centered Phases of Group Development in Small and 
Median Groups

Workshop led by Susan Beren & Norma Safransky: 
Functional Subgrouping: Addressing the Identified Patient 
and Scapegoat Dynamics in Groups

On October 28th, Phyllis Vince, Jane Steinberg and Perri 
Franskoviak taught Functional Subgrouping and then did a 
demonstration group in a professional development workshop 
of 25 graduate students in the Counseling and Forensic 
Psychology program at Holy Names University in Oakland, 
California. “We learned more about how to combine abstract 
teaching with embodied learning, using a demonstration 
group to slow down the process and teach as members 
participated in the group.  We also had great fun doing it, and 
the students loved it!”  

Norma Safransky and Heather Twomey gave an introductory 
presentation on SCT to the Wake County chapter of the 
National Association of Social Workers in Raleigh, NC this past 
September:

“There were about thirty participants. We divided the hour 
long presentation into didactic and experiential parts. For the 
didactic section, we gave a general introduction to Yvonne’s 
work and the development of SCT and then a brief description 
of functional subgrouping. The description of subgrouping set 
the stage for the experiential section.

Participants divided themselves into groups of 3 or 4. Then, 
instead of doing the familiar Push, Wave and Row exercise, 
we had members do a role play three different ways. The first 
exercise asked the members to talk together but only in vague 
terms, simulating a flight phase environment. The second 
exercise asked members to only “yes, but” each other, a fight 
phase environment.  In the last exercise, members were asked 
to reflect and build on each other, simulating a work phase. 

Participants were excited to observe and experience the 
difference between these simulated phases of system 
development and left with curiosity about SCT and 
Subgrouping.”

Nina Klebanoff led a workshop entitled “Systems-Centered 
Couples Groups” at the November Annual Conference of the 
Eastern Group Psychotherapy Society (EGPS). The workshop 
was both didactic and experiential and discriminated systems-
centered groups from other therapy groups, and systems-
centered groups and systems-centered couples groups.

.
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Welcome New SCTRI Members!
Michael Altshuler • Hastings-on-Hudson, NY, US

Carmen Silvia Butcaru • Bucharest, Romania

Marc Campbell • Binghamton, NY, US

Michael Cohen • Dallas, TX, US

Johanna Dahlgren • Enskede, Sweden

Elizabeth Dietrich • Palo Alto, CA, US

Ruth Gais • Summit, NJ, US

Gadi Garfinkel • Boulder, CO, US

Rachel Gibbons • London, UK

Jennie Gould • Boston, MA, US

Alexander Graff • Stockholm, Sweden

Andrew Gumperz • Berkeley, CA, US

Marjorie Helm • Petaluma, CA, US

Amy Hoffman •Austin, TX, US

Andrew Jones • Singapore

Carole LaRochelle • Santa Rosa, CA, US

Regis Maia Lucci • São Bernardo do Campo, Brazil

Joanna Martinelli Strang • Bodega Bay, CA, US

Jim Matto-Shepard • Petaluma, CA, US

Su Yon Pak • Ossining, NY, US

B. Cayce Ramey • Falls Church, VA, US

Raine Revere • Denver, CO, US

Allan Rubin • Houston, TX, US

Pleun Sevens • Huizen, Netherlands

Frida Skog • Stockholm, Sweden

Michael Söderling • Stockholm, Sweden

Cristina Maria Stanescu • Bucharest, Romania

Dan Tuffy • Wageningen, Netherlands

Gea van Kruistum • Netherlands

Eveline Wu • Oakland, CA, US .

Continuning Education Credits (CEs)
for SCT Training

SCTRI is approved by the American Psychological 

Association to sponsor continuing education for 

psychologists and offers CEs for psychologists at 

the Annual Conference and at Core Curriculum 

training events (Skills, Mentor and Authority 

Issue training groups). We also seek CEs on a 

local basis for social workers, mental health 

counselors, and marriage and family therapists 

in the area in which the Annual Conference 

is held. Trainers may also provide CEs for 

psychologists for training events. Certificates of 

attendance can also be obtained for the Annual 

Conference and Core Curriculum trainings 

and through individual trainers, with the 

member submitting these to their professional 

organization for possible acceptance as CEs.

SCTRI is interested in providing CEs for other 

professions if members are willing to provide the 

time, energy, and resources (emergent energy) to 

obtain provider status for offering such credits. 

If you are interested in further information about 

obtaining CEs, please contact Susan Lange, CE 

Group Liaison, at slangephde@att.net
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MARK YOUR CALENDARS 
FOR  

CONFERENCE 2017!

“Uncertainty and Emergence –  
Staying Curious at the Edge of the Unknown”

Philadelphia
Weekend Institute:  

March 18-19

5-Day Conference: 
March 20-24

Watch the website for program  
& registration details this fall

www.systemscentered.com
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