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I’m saying hello to you all as the new Editor of our Newsletter. 
In stepping into this role I am following in the footsteps of 
Roelof Langman and before him, Michael Robbins, both huge 
contributors to the development of the Newsletter as we now 
have it, as well as all those who carried the Newsletter before 
them. I am also following in the footsteps of the Newsletter 
Group as a whole, whose membership produced the previous 
two Newsletters in the absence of a chief Editor: Kitty Garlid, 
Ray Haddock, Verena Murphy, Michael Robbins, Neal Spivack 
and last but not least our production coordinator Jan Vadell.  
And of course all of us stand on the shoulders of Yvonne 
Agazarian and her work. SCT both contains and informs the 
work of the Newsletter Group, as it does our whole system.

I am coming into this role in the context of Yvonne’s death this 
past October. By that time this Newsletter was largely done, so 
we made the decision to focus the Summer, 2018 Newsletter as 
a commemorative edition of Yvonne and her work.  Please let 
me know of anything you think would be especially important 
to include there.

Meanwhile, in this Newsletter we have the Emerging Theory 
contribution Yvonne sent earlier this past Fall.  Typical of 
her priorities, she worked right up to the end of her life, and 
finding the piece she wanted to submit here was part of that 
process.

So, enjoy the Newsletter, let us know what you think and feel 
and we can include it in the Anybody Else? Column in the 
Members Forum if you would like. .

From the Editor
Claudia Byram
claudiabyram@gmail.com

As I write this, it has been 13 days since Yvonne died.

I still get waves of grief and missing her as I know many others 
do too. I have been deeply touched and comforted by the range 
of feelings and responses to Yvonne’s dying in our listserv 
and in listservs in other organizations as well (American 
Group Psychotherapy Association, International Association 
of Group Psychotherapy and Group Processes, Group Analytic 
Association International and others). By the time you read 
this, I expect my grief will be starting to integrate and 
transform. Yet even in this early grief I also feel many of us 
moving forward: I am curious and others have also asked me 
about how will we go on without Yvonne, both the community 
of SCT and the organization of SCTRI.  

For Yvonne the theory of living human systems mattered 
because it helped us access the life force energy and curiosity 
of the person in a way that enables us to contribute to 

From the Chair
Susan Gantt
sgantt@systemscentered.com
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developing and norming our system-as-a-whole, which in turn 
develops and norms us!

For many of us, Yvonne and/or her theory have helped us access 
energy and life force in ourselves that we had never had before 
or had long forgotten, like courage, curiosity, determination, 
“never giving up,” loving, hating, joy, compassion and many 
more forms of human energy. So one path for going forward 
is by discovering who we as a system become as we each give 
some of this energy to our whole system, most especially the 
energy that we have discovered or rediscovered in SCT or with 
Yvonne.  And then see where we go, exploring this energy and 
subgrouping and fueling our system-as-a-whole. For SCTRI, it 
also means continuing to discover how to use our emergent 
goals in the service of our mission and organizational goals 
(education and training, knowledge and research, community 
development and contribution).

And from another angle of how we go forward, our SCTRI 
Board met as scheduled for four days just four days after 
Yvonne died. We felt lucky that it was timed that way both for 
the chance to grieve together and with room and support for 
our feelings of sadness and grief to continue to do our work to 

move forward. What emerged as a work joke slogan in going 
forward was “Freak Out or Freeze, Feel and then Carry On.” In 
this spirit, we made the decision to formalize how we have been 
functioning the last several years into a new role structure, 
following the SCT norm of making a structure that follows 
function like laying the concrete where people have already 
walked. SCTRI has been functioning with Mike Maher in 
Associate Director Role focused on the ongoing work of within 
the organization and with me as Director paying attention to 
crossing the boundary to the outside world. The role that Mike 
has pioneered will now be called Director and we have created 
a new role called Chair that focuses on crossing the boundary 
to the outside world, managing the trademarks and copyrights, 
and providing leadership to the Board. I am now working in 
the role of Chair of SCTRI and Mike has taken on the role of 
Director of SCTRI with us working closely together as we make 
this formal transition. 

I am thankful for our community and the wealthy of energy 
and resources we are holding collectively.

Warmly and in curiosity as we go forward together,

Susan .

Hello readers from my new role.  I write this at a poignant time, 
just a week after the death of Yvonne, the founder of our theory 
and its associated practices, and my teacher and friend. Others 
will write more about Yvonne so I will leave that to them, for 
now.

In this my first piece as the new Director of SCTRI I thought 
I would try to make sense of how all this came about. This is 
entered into in the spirit of that moment in subgrouping when 
I join in resonance without knowing what it is I am going to 
say - so here goes.

I took Foundation training in York in 2000, having already 
had some previous experiences of trainings with Yvonne, 
so I knew that SCT made sense to me. In a break I asked her 
casually about the route for becoming fully trained, and she 
sketched it out on the back of an envelope. I followed the steps 
from Skills Training to Mentor Training – both available then 
as now in York  - but when she came to the next step, of joining 
the Authority Issue Group, which meant travelling twice a year 
to the US, I knew that this was a no go. I was not someone who 
could see himself travelling regularly to America – I had never 
been there before and certainly would not be doing it for the 
purposes of training. That just wasn’t me.

A few years later I found myself sitting in the basement of a 
hotel in Boston, looking at a swirly carpet and around at a 
group of people - AIG VI - who would come to figure large in 
my life. I asked myself how I had got there – and didn’t find 

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

a coherent answer at the time. I now see that I had got myself 
there through revising my opinion of myself and whom I could 
be, and the kinds of things I could allow myself to do. The main 
factor in this revision was the application of SCT to myself, and 
this revision gathered pace and grew exponentially over the 
next five to six years as, guided by Yvonne, we moved through 
the AIG and into Licensing and then out the other side, with 
some bumpy patches along the way.  

I found the AIG utterly compelling and didn’t want it to 
end, although I had looked forward to being done with the 
travel and expenses. When the process was completed and 
no more travel was necessary I found I missed the whole 
experience terribly. At that point it was suggested to me that 
I could consider joining the Board if I wanted to continue my 
development in SCT through contributing to SCTRI. I could 
see that made sense but, as I explained, I wasn’t a ‘joiner’ – 
this was something I had often said about myself – I didn’t 
like to join clubs, associations, organizations and the like. I 
might even revert to the famous Groucho Marx quote by way 
of sealing the deal. (I realize that this is an odd thing to say 
for someone who had spent a lot of time by now subgrouping!).

Then I had a conversation with Susan Gantt, and agreed to 
take on the role of Associate Director, and joined the Board. 
Again in order to take that step I had had to revise my idea 
of myself, and thanks to SCT I was able to drop Groucho, 
shift to exploring and stop explaining myself to myself, and 
experiment with taking on the role, and see what it was like.
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Now, six years on, somewhat to my surprise again, I find I 
have the energy and resources to take on the role of Director, 
as Susan moves to the new role of Chair.  The new Director 
role concentrates on managing the inner workings of the 
organization, leaving the Chair to have an eye to taking SCT 
across the boundary to the outside world, as well as managing 
the trademark and providing leadership to the Board.  

As I step into my role with excitement and curiosity I am also in 
touch with the loss of Yvonne who pioneered the system  - the 
theory and the training program and the organization - within 
which it was possible for me to develop to the point where I 
can do this. She died on Monday, October 9th; I travelled to 
Philadelphia two days later to attend the Board. Her timing 
was impeccable. She leaves the organization in good heart and 

ready to carry on her legacy.  

While I was at the Board a few lines from Shakespeare surfaced 
for me.  I once asked the question of SCT: when is it time for 
poetry? The answer I have is: now is the time for poetry.

This is the first verse of a song from Cymbeline:

Fear no more the heat o’ the sun,  
Nor the furious winter’s rages;  
Thou thy worldly task hast done,  
Home art gone, and ta’en thy wages:  
Golden lads and girls all must,  
As chimney-sweepers, come to dust. 

.

A Celebration of the Life of
Yvonne Agazarian

February 17, 1929 – October 9, 2017 

April 12, 2018
6:00 to 7:00 pm 

Hotel Kabuki, San Francisco
Coming together to remember her contributions to our work,  

our lives and to the world

Our community-as-a-whole has many different connections to Yvonne: some of us might 
never have met her, some of us worked with her in one setting or another, some of us 
trained with her for many years. What we can all share is a deep appreciation for the 

theory and practice she offered us. 

Yvonne worked to find ways to see and to communicate an antidote to our very 
human tendency to see our world and our experience as “all about us.” She framed 

a systems centered perspective, bringing into focus the multiplicity of contexts 
we humans live in that are not all about ourselves — and that we yet contribute to 

building. Her fierce commitment to finding ways to challenge each of us to be more 
fully ourselves, and to bring those selves to building a world in which we want to live, 

endured throughout her life.

Whether or not you can be with us in San Francisco we are all part of the system-as-a-
whole that continues to explore and develop what it means to be centered in ourselves 

while building a systems-centered world.
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Illustrating living human systems  
First – let’s find a symbol to illustrate a system.

Picture of a system

This is a beginning – a 
“system” illustration 
that can make a bridge 
between the word 

“system” that represents 
an abstract idea and a 
symbol or picture that 
we can use to illustrate 
how it can be put into 

practice. The circle gives the system a structure. A structure 
that lets us think about what the line implies.

First and foremost, the line serves as a boundary between 
inside the circle and outside the circle. As soon as there is an 
inside and outside of the circle we can say that no system is 
alone. Systems always exist in an environment. SCT calls the 
system environment its context.

Context is important in SCT, and we try never to think about 
a system without thinking about its context. (No man is an 
island!) When we do not see ourselves in context, we take 
everything just personally which leaves us very much alone.

Boundaries open and close

The structure of a system 
has boundaries that can 
open and close. 

We can be open to 
information, or we can 

be closed. We can be open to each other, or we can shut each 
other out! In SCT being able to adjust how permeable we are to 
information is important in developing appropriate boundary 
permeability. 

Boundaries are potentially permeable

When boundaries are permeable 
the system is open, when 
boundaries are not, the system 
is closed.  Open boundaries let 
the outside in and the inside 
out. Closed boundaries keep the 
inside in and the outside out. 

Editor’s Note: Yvonne chose this article for the Newsletter back in August. While it is more “Emerged” than “Emergent” it has a 
particular value right now as we are all integrating the newer theory of role systems. A clear apprehensive understanding of the basic 
constructs of SCT’s model of living human systems is crucial to “thinking” systems in any context, including role systems and the 
Person-as-a-System. So, enjoy the read and let us all know what you think in the Members Forum of the next Newsletter.

The Nuts and Bolts of Systems-Centered Practice
Yvonne Agazarian: Illustrations Claudia Byram

Introduction
Building a theory is like building a house made of bricks. 
The difference is that in building a theory, the words of the 
theory are the bricks. The words for a Theory of Living Human 
Systems (TLHS®) are: A theory of living human systems define 
a hierarchy of isomorphic systems that are energy-organizing, 
goal-directed and self-correcting. 

The next important step is to define each one of these words. 
With a definition for each word we can clarify what it means 
to the theory. As soon as we have defined each word, we 
can make operational definitions that are like a blueprint 
for putting it into practice. Operational definitions lead to 
hypotheses and hypotheses lead to testing in the real world. 
Which is how Systems-centered therapy and Systems-centered 
practice (SCT®) was developed from the Theory of Living 
Human Systems (TLHS).

Because it is theory driven, every systems-centered intervention 
is actually a hypothesis being tested! Thus, if the intervention 
moves the group in the direction it was intended to do, we’ve 
both validated the theory and the reliability of its practice.  If it 
doesn’t – then there is something wrong with the theory or its 
practice. In this sense, systems-centered therapists are always 
doing field research!     

The purpose of this illustrated guide is to describe the process 
by which each of the words in this statement are defined, how 
they fit into systems-centered theory, and to illustrate why 
translating these ideas into practice make it possible to see 
things and do things in the real world differently from the way 
they were seen and done before. 

For me (a deductive reasoner, as many theoreticians are), it has 
always been necessary to find a sign or a symbol or a picture 
that can build the bridge between the intuitive sense that I 
know something important and the words that will describe 
what it is so that I can communicate to others. Once having 
found a symbol that seems to represent the idea I can keep it 
in my mind (or in front of me on paper) and think about what it 
represents. Illustrating the ideas about living human systems 
on paper are the symbols that I trust will make it easier to 
communicate the ideas.   This is the method that is being used 
in this article.
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For us people this makes the difference between open and 
closed minds.  SCT focuses on how to adjust our boundaries so 
that we not only let new information in, but can also integrate 
it.

Open and Closed Systems

 The next step is to think 
about the difference 
it would make if the 
boundary is open (to 
letting the outside in and 

the inside out) or whether it is closed (a barrier which keeps 
the inside in and the outside out): in other words, whether it is 
an open system or a closed system.

Open Systems

This circle illustrates an open 
system. The boundary is 
permeable and the arrows 
represent the flow between 
systems and their environmental 
context.

What is particularly important 
about permeable boundaries is that they allow the flow of 
information to cross between all the systems. The flow of 
information within, between and among systems allows 
systems to develop. For example, we would not learn anything 
in school if we were not open to the teaching, and the same is 
true throughout life. However, too much information at one 
time, before the system is ready to take it in, can overwhelm 
the system’s internal organization.  

Closed Systems

In this illustration the system 
is closed. The boundary keeps 
the inside in and the outside out. 
Closed systems exist in a vacuum. 
We have referred to how this is a 
look alike to a closed mind.     

 When the boundaries are 
not permeable enough the system does not have all the 
information it needs to develop. In SCT this is a signal that 
the restraining forces at the boundary are what is salient in 
this therapeutic moment of challenge. This is important when 
the differences at the boundary are too different to integrate 
without disrupting the inner organization of the receiving 
system. When boundaries are too permeable the system 
development is threatened by too much information. Everyone 
at some time has boundaries that are too open or too closed. 
Knowing the system dynamics that influence boundary 
permeability means that SCT enables both understanding and 
methods so that we can titrate our own boundaries. The most 
important response to problems at the boundary is to turn 
on our human curiosity: what is going on that we are having 
trouble?

Summary so far

Living human systems are presented as a circle. The line that 
makes the circle is called the system boundary. Boundaries 
are potentially permeable. When the boundaries are open, 
inputs from the context can cross the boundary into the 
system and outputs from the system can cross the boundary 
into its context. When boundaries are closed, neither inputs 
nor outputs can cross the boundary. This makes the difference 
between open and closed systems. 

So far these terms apply to all systems, mechanical as well as 
human. However, the systems we deal with are living human 
systems – so, for the theory of living human systems we 
translated inputs and outputs into vectors. The advantage of 
thinking of inputs and outputs as vectors is that vectors are 
dynamic and can be influenced dynamically.

Vectors

We have borrowed our definition of vectors from physics, 
which states that vectors have a direction, a location, and a 
point of application.   In the illustration above the direction 
of the vectors is both coming and going. Translating vectors 
into SCT language we can say that the direction they are 
moving implies a goal of entering the system or exiting it. Their 
location is either side of the system boundary and their point 
of application is at the system boundary.

For us, we can balance our drive to communicate to others and 
our drive to let others communicate to us, and these two drives 
meet at the boundaries of our system. How well we do this will 
depend on how well we manage our boundary permeability.

Vectors have a drive  

When vectors are goal-oriented they are a driving force.  When 
they go in the opposite direction they are restraining forces in 
that they are directed towards an opposing goal.  The system 
moves towards the goal of the vector that has the greatest force. 
When driving and restraining forces are equal the system is in 
balance (in systems language, the system is in equilibrium). 
We are grateful to Kurt Lewin for his construct of the force 
field, and particularly grateful for his recognition that it is 
always easier to reduce a restraining force than it is to increase 
a driving force (Lewin, 1951).
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The advantage of being a system in balance for us is that we 
are at rest. However, when we want to do something or learn 
something we will have to discover how! We will have to find 
out by trial and error. Sometimes what we do will be a driving 
force towards our goal and sometimes what we do will be a 
restraining force. In SCT one of the ways we look at how we are 
doing is to map out a force field.

We have adapted our force field model from Kurt Lewin 
(1951). A force field model gives us a picture of our system in 
equilibrium.  Driving forces towards our goal (let’s say it is to 
learn about systems) move in one direction, and restraining 
forces (let’s say the goal of the restraining forces is to take a 
break) move in the opposite direction.  The force with the most 
energy will determine which direction we go. 

Vectors have a function

Defining the function of vectors takes us back to our theory 
of living human systems definition: “systems as energy-
organizing, goal directed and self-correcting”.  In SCT we 
think that the function of vectors is to transfer energy across 
the boundaries within, between and among systems in the 
systems-centered hierarchy so that we can organize it, relate it 
to our goals, and change the direction in which we are going if 
we are going the wrong way.

We don’t always think about the 
energy it takes to relate to others 
(or to projects), but sometimes we 
stay open to the process and that 
takes energy, and sometimes we 
get tired out and close down, and 
that conserves energy.  Which 
direction is a driving force and 

which the restraining force will depend on the context. 

Energy

Defining energy has been a great challenge in translating 
theory into the practice of SCT. Once again, we borrowed work 
from physics. The definition in physics is that energy and 
information are the same. In other words, energy=information 
and information=energy. We find this a very exciting and 
useful formula.  (Shannon and Weaver, 1964)

Energy=information and information=energy

Systems organize information/energy from outside into the 
organization of information inside, and transfer organizations 
of energy/information from inside to the system context 
outside.

Being able to talk about energy as information and information 
as energy builds a useful bridge between the world of theory 
(which does not exist except in the mind) and the practical ways 
that theoretical ideas can be made useful in understanding 
events in the every-day world.

Understanding Events in the Every-Day World

It is useful to think about the transfer of information as 
also a transfer or energy. It is also useful to recognize that 
as human beings we transfer information in the form of 
communication. Putting these two ideas together, we can 
now say that communication vectors transfer both energy and 
information.  

Communication vectors

Communication vectors contain the energy/information that 
crosses the boundaries in living human systems. When we 
talk about energy organizing we are talking about how 
information is organized within systems. When we talk about 
self-correcting, we are talking about how information is 
modified so that it relates to the context relevant to the system. 
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When we talk about goal-orientation we are talking about 
how information is used in relationship to the system goals 
and by so doing, how it provides the energy and information 
that systems must have if they are to survive, develop and 
transform.  

Driving and restraining forces in communication 

 There is another important formulation in physics that has 
led us to clarifying the intrinsic driving and restraining forces 
within communication. Shannon & Weaver identified the 
intrinsic restraining forces in communication as ambiguity 
and contradiction. They demonstrated that these variables 
introduced entropic noise into a communication channel 
and concluded that the more noise in the channel, the less 
the probability that the information in the channel would 
get across.  (Just like noise on a cell phone – the more noise 
the less information gets across. Boundaries open to clear 
information and close to noise! So do we!)  

This is particularly useful when we think about humans 
coming together as different systems that all have the same 
structure and function, whether the system is a person, 
a subgroup, or an organization. Thus reducing ambiguity 
and redundancy in any level of a system will increase the 
probability that information will get across, and if information 
gets across the probability of reaching the system goals 
increase!

Summary so far:

Vectors are represented by arrows that have direction, force, 
and a goal. When vectors are of equal force but are in opposing 
directions, the system is maintained in equilibrium. When 
vectors are of unequal strength, the system is moved in the 
direction of the most forceful.  When the stronger vectors 
move towards the system goals of survival and development, 
SCT calls them driving forces and calls the opposing forces 
restraining forces. When restraining forces are reduced the 
drive increases.  

Vectors can represent many system dynamics. The dynamics 
in the force field model illustrated represented communication 

vectors which are driving forces when they transfer energy and 
information and restraining forces when they contain noise.

Boundaries open to clear communications and close to 
noise!   

When communication vectors contain more information 
than noise, they are driving forces, and likely to convey 
information across the boundary into the system. When 
communication vectors contain more noise than information 
they are restraining forces. Systems will tend to close their 
boundaries to noise. When this happens, communication 
vectors are blocked at the boundary.

Think of listening to someone whose communication pattern 
is vague and ambiguous. You will probably be bored at first, 
then irritated, and then block out the noise and think of 
something else!  Now think of someone who is droning on 
and on saying the same thing in lots of words. Your reaction 
will probably be very similar. In both cases you will tend to 
close your boundaries to keep out the noise and whatever 
information was in the communication won’t get through. 
Therefore, one of the first things that SCT does in all groups is 
reduce the ambiguity, redundancy and the contradictions that 
are concealed in “yes but” language. The method that’s used 
is functional subgrouping, which requires a reflection of the 
content of the message to make sure that some information is 
getting across. The communicator however must be listening 
to the reflection to see what “the other person has heard.” 
When people are self-centered they can’t do this!

Integrating differences

Noise in communication vectors is not the only variable that 
influences boundary permeability. Another important variable 
is how different the information is from the information that 
has already been organized within the system.  

Systems develop by discriminating and integrating 
differences

The ability to organize information within the system depends 
upon the system capacity to discriminate and integrate 
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differences: both similarities in the apparently different and 
differences in the apparently similar.

When information is similar enough

All systems survive and develop through the process of 
discriminating and integrating differences. Information that 
fits into the way information is already organized within the 
system is integrated with little difficulty and contributes to 
development.

When information is too similar

When information is too similar to the existing organization of 
the system, however, it is redundant. If you bring redundancy, 

“same old same old” into your information store, not only does 
nothing change, but you bore yourself and others. Then you 
get stuck in what you know already. Redundancy tends to 
bore you and is a role induction when other people use it, for 
example, when the news repeats itself on television all day 
long. Nothing changes and not only is the information not 
used in the service of system development but it also threatens 
system survival. 

Information that is too different from the system’s 
internal integration acts like noise! 

Boundaries close to most information that is too different, and 
the internal organization of the system is protected.

Sometimes, however, the boundaries fail to close.  When this 
happens, ambiguity threatens the internal organization of the 
system, and sometimes it is disrupted and its organization of 
information is threatened by chaos.

When systems encapsulate differences

One-way systems manage differences that threaten to disrupt 
or overwhelm the system is to encapsulate them within 
a subsystem with impermeable boundaries that keep the 
difference separate from the system (like a pearl encapsulates 

an irritating difference in an oyster).  
The system-as-a-whole is not disrupted, 
but the cost is that the system must 
direct some of its energy to maintaining 
the subsystem boundaries. The greater 
the threat to the system equilibrium, 
the more energy it takes to re-stabilize 
the system.

Summary so far

1. Systems survive and develop through discriminating and 
integrating differences.

2. All living human systems have difficulty with differences. 
Taking in differences requires the system to re-organize, 
which means undoing enough of the existing organization 
to integrate the new.

There are four possibilities in this process 

1. Systems can open their boundaries to information that is 
similar enough so that it is integrated.    

2. Systems can open their boundaries to information 
that is too similar, and introduce redundancy into the 
organization.

3. Systems can close their boundaries to information that 
is too different to be integrated and would therefore 
introduce chaos within the system. In this sense, 
information that is too different acts like noise.

4. When boundaries cannot close enough to prevent a 
chaotic response to information that is too different, 
systems create a subsystem to contain the chaos before it 
disrupts the whole system.
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these goals in such a way that they are not too different to 
integrate for the client. 

Addressing the Context First 

In most cases that we deal with, the conflict in the team 
surfaces around mutual scapegoating of the manager and part 
of the team. The manager is signing the contract with us and is 
therefore our formal client. At the same time, we need buy-in 
from the team in order to be able to work at all. So, the team is 
as much the client as the manager. 

For the client the show goes on during the coaching period: 
people get fired, get burned out or sick, receive warnings or 
complain to higher level management. There is no way we can 
tell the client to wait with all that until we are done. Instead 
we establish a context in which we can be informed about 
these events and in which we can process them together 
with a subsystem of the group. We establish a middle system 
between the trainer coach system and the group-as-a-whole 
system; we call this the steering group, which typically meets 
in between group sessions. In the steering group, we ask the 
manager to participate and also a few members of the group 
that represent the group-as-a-whole. Of course, all trainer 
coaches participate in this group.

“...The manager typically takes the 
brunt of the scapegoating energy.” 
Further, we have learned that it is driving to set up a parallel, 
individual coaching context for the manager. Before the 
group has really understood its scapegoating pattern (which 
takes a while), the manager typically takes the brunt of the 
scapegoating energy. Some managers respond by scapegoating 
back (retaliating?), some managers respond by boomeranging 
and imploding, thus creating solid role locks with their teams. 
By setting up an individual coaching context for the manager, 
he or she can learn not to take everything just personally and 
see the system at work rather than judging the team or himself. 

In an assignment for a municipal communication department 
we had not yet thought about setting up an individual coaching 
context for the manager. The manager himself created an 
implicit containing/coaching context in addition to the agreed 
program (system correction): he was so frustrated with his 

Applying SCT Tools with Teams in Conflict  
Peter Kunneman and Hella Ritz
peterkunneman@gmail.com; hella.ritz@gmail.com 

The team is subgrouping around its manager who is sitting home with burn-out. A subgroup at work explores its compassion for her 
and how it misses her. A previous subgroup explored how relieved it is that she is gone. A member who had not talked until then 
breaks into the compassion subgroup with a strong and emotional ‘that is not true’. The coach asks her to hold her difference and 
join first. She refuses and says she will not talk again and that she does not want to work with this method (functional subgrouping) 
anymore. 

Functional Subgrouping and the coach become the scapegoat of (part of) the group. 

Different from our SCT training groups, teams in organizations 
are not by definition motivated to learn and use functional 
subgrouping. The (fight) group dynamic that created a demand 
for a coaching program in the first place turns easily on the 
method or the coach during the coaching program. 

Potentially we have powerful tools in SCT to help resolve 
conflict situations in organizations: the role-goal-context 
model, functional subgrouping, force fields, phases of group 
development, and more.

So, what happens when we start using these tools as team 
coaches in conflict situations?

In this article, we describe the experiences and learning points 
drawn from five cases where we (Licht op de Zaak, consultancy 
firm in team coaching) used SCT tools in conflict situations 
during the last three years. In all cases we had longer term 
commitments (six months and more) from the management to 
work with their team and help solve the issues. Depending on 
the size of the group, we had one, two or three trainer coaches 
working with the client team. The article is organized around 
these experiences and lessons learned. It is written in the 
present tense to reflect that some of the programs are ongoing. 

Acquisition

In organizational contexts we seldom get an assignment 
without competition with others bidding for it. This means 
that we only win an assignment when we describe the 
expected result of our intervention more convincingly than our 
competitors. What helps is to refer to phases of development 
and how we systematically undo restraining forces to help 
teams develop to the next phase. Further, in the acquisition 
phase we have only little information about the context 
and reality of the conflict in the group. We are caught in 
the dilemma not to overpromise and at the same time not 
to underwhelm. It is driving to describe concrete behavior 
that we expect to see in a team between flight and fight, like 
withdrawing, finger pointing, “yes-butting,” stalling decision 
making etc. Very often there is recognition, which generates 
interest in our approach. The goals of the organizational 
intervention as defined by the clients in the acquisition phase 
are mostly generic, like creating a good working climate, 
improving the collaboration in the team or strengthening 
conflict resolution skills. The challenge is to operationalize 
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team he started to call us almost weekly. During those calls he 
shared his negative predictions, complained about the team 
and blamed individual members. He also signaled his wish 
to quit the job and become the seventh manager in five years 
to quit. He was triggered by what he called the “negativity” of 
team members and sometimes went into a scapegoating role 
and sometimes an angry victim role. These calls created an 
opportunity to train the manager by undoing his negative 
predictions, exploring his role-locks with the team, and 
containing his frustration with him. The potential restraining 
force of this implicit coaching context was that trainer coaches 
easily got triggered in a care taking role. 

Building a Strong Coaching System

A strong coaching system functions as a role model for the 
group-as-a-whole system. The coaching system works as a task 
group, meeting regularly, with a process and a task leader, and 
allocated time for process work. (For more detail on building a 
strong coaching system, see Systems-Centered News, Summer, 
2016, Vol 24, No.1)  

By using SCT tools in our own process and preparation 
(functional subgrouping; force fields) we are able to attune 
to the undertow of the process inside the client team. Aware 
of the isomorphy between our coach system and the client 
system, it creates an early warning system about the phase 
of development in the team. Also, when fight energy from the 
team spills over in our direction, we can contain it together 
and not take things just personally. 

By undoing our own roles in the coach system, we become 
aware of the roles in the teams we are coaching as isomorphy 
works both ways. We found for instance that we subtly 
scapegoated each other when we made a force field about a 
workshop with the client. By observing our own role behavior, 
we could intuit the scapegoating roles in the client system. 

In another example we observed a caretaker role between 
ourselves, which made us explore the caretaking roles in the 
client system. 

Getting Buy-in

As the example at the beginning of the article shows it is a 
central issue when working with teams in conflict to get buy-in 
from the team on the goals of the program and eventually on 
the method of working. 

In the beginning, the group accepts functional subgrouping 
(fsg), but sooner or later the method becomes the focal point 
of the resistance in the group and a way to channel the fight 
energy. 

Typical input on functional subgrouping: “let us talk about the 
real issues instead of parroting each other;” “you (coaches) 
are fixated on your method and then you forget the group;” 

“everything goes so slow;” “I cannot express myself in this 
straight jacket;” “what are we spending our time on? I have 
work to do.” And there is always the other subgroup that sees 

the advantages: “all voices can be heard this way;” “I like the 
pace;” “we get much deeper;” “we get more information in our 
group;” “I feel safer.”

The challenge for the coaches in this early phase is to secure 
the buy-in of the group while at the same time making sure the 
team learns to join when differences come in. We experiment 
with a number of ways to do this:

- Subgroup about functional subgrouping

- Make a force field with the team about functional 
subgrouping

- Let the group discuss the issues in their own 
communication pattern (no rules) and reflect what 
they and we see (yes-butting, stalling, withdrawing, 
etc.)

- Establish a different norm that the group will start 
“joining and building” as soon as differences are 
suppressed (yes-buts) but not before. 

Getting Induced and Inducing the Group

The pitfall of this work is that we as coaches are humans too. 
So, we get induced and then induce the group. In the example 
at the beginning, the woman who broke into the subgroup 
with her difference induced the coach before that by looking 
out of the window and turning her body away from the group. 
The coach got induced and went into a dominant role cutting 
her off harshly, thus inducing a role lock with the team, which 
went into a savior role in coming to her defense. 

“The pitfall of this work is that we as 
coaches are humans too.” 
As team coaches, our ongoing work is to not take those 
behaviors personally, but to embrace them and invite the 
defiant voices to come in to explore in a subgroup. Yvonne 
Agazarian’s quote: “don’t let the deviant hijack your workshop” 
comes to mind when the coach is triggered by open hostility of 
a member in the team. There is the impulse to ignore, silence 
or punish her and the challenge is to use and channel that 
fight energy to develop the system. 

The Authority Issue

Another issue when working with teams in conflict is the 
transference of the authority issue the team has with its 
leader to the coach system. It is played out during the team 
coach sessions in the same way as in the daily work context. 
Different is the boldness and openness with which these 
behaviors occur. When the team’s development is between 
flight and fight, the obscuring behaviors such as gossiping 
and joking around, develop into “yes butting,” attacking 
and open hostility (turning a back towards the team coach, 
refusing to cooperate with an exercise) during a team coach 
session.
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The likelihood that we as team coaches will become the 
scapegoat of the team is enhanced by the big difference we 
introduce with functional subgrouping. At the same time, 
as we know from experience, functional subgrouping is the 
gateway to conflict resolution, because it facilitates a team 
in exploring its differences. Teams that are triggered by 
managers that set rules and make people accountable to those 
rules, are easily triggered by coaches that set rules and keep 
members accountable to them (e.g. functional subgrouping 
rules). Our job is to create a context in which this scapegoating 
energy can be explored rather than enacted. 

Sometimes we can infer the norms of the system from the 
expression of particular survival roles. When a team enacts 
old roles that specifically target rules and accountability, we 
may import system norms like “fuck the rules” and “nobody 
tells us what to do.” We found that in systems with such norms 
we as coaches tend to get induced in overworking roles or in 
dominant coercive roles, just like the managers who work 
with the teams every day. These roles of course reinforce the 
team’s survival roles and create or recreate role locks. It is our 
job to center out of our roles and invite the team to explore its 
spoiling energy. 

Do we Meet the Client’s Expectations at the End of a 
Program?

The measure of success in a consulting context is typically 
whether a consultant is able to meet or exceed the client’s 
expectations. Most important is accomplishing the mutually 
agreed upon goals of the program. At the end of each program 
we conduct a survey with the team and review with the client 
on the goals that we set at the beginning in order to reach 
conclusion. 

Of the five client cases that we based this article on, two are 
still ongoing. We met the client’s expectations in two out of 
three finished coaching programs. In one case the team ousted 
its manager a year after we left. We were called upon, by both 
the team and the manager, to mediate in the separation. It 
could be that the change in leadership was driving for the 
ongoing survival and development of the team in its work 
context (we don’t know yet). 

Conclusion

When we engage with a client in a conflict situation, we feel 
like we are entering an arena. In isomorphy with the team 
we are working with, our Survival roles are often activated. 
We have only our coach system and our SCT skills to help us 
stay in functional role and help the client team develop. We 
undo our fears almost as a matter of routine and explore our 
retaliation against our clients and each other regularly.

In the end, we find that the external critical success factor 
is the support we get from the client’s management system. 
When the management hangs in there, even when it gets 
tough, we can hang in too and help the team to integrate its 
differences. 

In groups where the fight energy is abundant, like those we 
describe in this article, we get induced more easily than in 
other groups. The internal critical success factor is the speed 
with which we as a coach system can weaken our old roles 
when they get induced by the group and how fast we get back 
in our functional role as team coach again. Expanding this 
ability is our leading edge. 

.

This article is a report of and reflection on the experience of 
presenting a workshop with this title at the 2017 SCTRI Annual 
Conference in Philadelphia, USA.

In 2016 at the SCT Conference in San Francisco we offered 
a workshop to explore the roles we fall into that restrict our 
access to energy that we can use to take up our role energy 
as citizens to influence political change. We both found that 
experience vitalizing as the group that formed was able to 
explore just how difficult it is to organize and cultivate a 
shared sense of community and action. Coming out of that 
workshop participants encouraged us to continue to work this 
convergence of SCT, functional subgrouping, and our energy 
for political goals. Then the 2016 political climate began 

Undoing Depression and Outrage to Access 
Energy for Political Engagement  
Norma Safransky and Peter Dunlap
nsafransky@gmail.com; ptdunlap@hotmail.com 

heating up all around us: talk about the edge of emerging 
reality! Brexit and the US presidential race; clearly the world 
was closing boundaries to difference. SCT teaches us that 
there is nothing like the edge of the unknown to trigger our 
survivor roles. No wonder we were split as a nation-as-a-whole. 
According to SCT theory our survival roles are triggered by 
differences at any system level that are experienced as a 
threat to system integrity, potentially creating splits by closing 
boundaries. At the whole-system-level these splits are often 
expressed and enacted thorough stereotyping. Without the 
means of exploring both sides of the split, as we can through 
functional subgrouping, the boundaries remain impermeable 
to information the split widens and differences become more 
entrenched. 
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Over the course of the political season we listened and watched 
in our communities and nations, observing just how difficult it 
is to stay open to difference and to take up our functional inter-
person roles as citizens. It was even difficult to find voices 
in our communities or in the news that are speaking from a 
centered reality-based role. The discrimination between data/
events/facts and reactions to or opinions and interpretations 
about the facts seemed lost. For example, looking at the 
data we saw the murder of a parliamentarian in Britain and 
significant physical violence during political rallies in the 
United States. We responded with shock and horror. Our 
opinion was “too many people discharging anger in outrage 
that could have been used for political systems development”. 
Then we imagined using the SAVI grid to code one of the US 
presidential debates: high on noise, low on evidence of data 
and information transfer.

Throughout the US political season we paid attention to 
the restraining forces to the process of discrimination and 
integration that we felt in ourselves and heard from our 
friends, clients, and political leaders. Emotions and positions 
became intensified. Was the world headed for a massive 
eruption of the Fight Phase? (We notice the negative prediction 
in the question!). It was in this climate that we prepared our 
workshop for the 2017 conference.

We wondered what would happen if we as citizens reduced 
some of our own restraining forces to taking up citizenship 
by applying SCT in our public or community relationships. 
In addition to negative predictions, interpretations and 
outrage we recognized the importance of undoing depression. 
All of this was happening before the US election results. 
The SCT theoretical perspective anticipated depression (as 
the urge to retaliate turned inward) and outrage (anger 
discharged outward rather than explored as energy for system 
development) as two of the likely outcomes regardless of who 
won the elections. The election results declared in November 
2016, from our observation, did lead to substantial depression 
and outrage, which our workshop undoing depression and 
outrage to access political energy, was fortuitously prepared 
for.

Members attending the workshop had a wide range of SCT 
experience. After a brief description of functional subgrouping 
we proposed a hypothesis to the group: that by reducing the 
restraining forces in the SCT hierarchy of defenses, such as 
the social defenses of explaining and storytelling, anxiety 
generated by thoughts, tension, depression and outrage, we 
would free up energy for taking up our roles as citizens in 
relation to the political context. Using an SCT frame we thought 
of taking up our citizenship as taking up our “membership” in 
the various groups within our communities. The group had 
about 1 ½ hours to test this hypothesis. 

The group centered and then subgrouped around their 
experience of their roles in relation to their political contexts. 
Right away anxiety came in - would the group be able to work 
together? After all we all came from different countries. One 

member undid a negative prediction and mind read and what 
emerged was that members from far and near were ready to 
explore together. This opened the door for the group to identify 
other negative predictions members had about the future. 
(As leaders were also experiencing the same reactions and 
it was a challenge to stay in role and not jump in the boat.) 
After the negative predictions were undone and members 
were more connected to the current political situation in 
reality, a mixture of depression and outrage came in. This 
ping-ponging between helplessness, hopelessness and protest 
is very familiar, reminding the authors that these restraining 
forces can shift rapidly. They arise as a restraining force to 
experiencing frustration, grief, or other emotions in reaction 
to perceived threat to their own person system survival. 
The leaders explicitly identified these as restraining forces, 
vectored the members to explore, and asked the members what 
feeling they had just before these reactions were triggered.

“In all, there was a distinctive 
sense that we each have energy 
for citizenship.”
And something different emerged. As the conference developed 
its theme around emergence, a new possibility presented itself. 
The group explored disgust as both a response to our current 
politics, but also as a feeling that we turn against ourselves, as 
a from of the boomerang of the retaliatory impulse generating 
depression. Fortunately, thanks to subgrouping, no one was 
left alone. We recognized that exploring the experience of 
disgust was work for the group. As we explored we shifted 
the focus from targeting ourselves to an interesting form 
of energy for action. One member expressed disgust with 
endemic homelessness, clearly visible on the bustling streets 
of Philadelphia. The member reported that this led to a change 
in behavior, informed by Yvonne Agazarian’s account of how 
she engages homeless individuals on the street. He went on to 
mention how he stopped to talk to several homeless people. In 
so doing he offered a new image: transforming the experience 
of disgust into energy for human connection and activism.

Members explored the value of the solace and renewal they 
found in engaging in other activities such as gardening or in 
talking to their neighbors. In all, there was a distinctive sense 
that we each have energy for citizenship or political goals 
that we could express uniquely, without turning the energy 
against ourselves for some imagined failure of citizenship 
(membership) or taking it out on others in outrage. Along with 
fear, depression, helplessness, anger, and disgust, sadness 
also had its subgroup, which was poignant. As each of these 
subgroups worked we as leaders felt the resonance. Clearly 
each subgroup was a voice for the whole. We focused on 
integrating this rich experience, making space for every 
feeling. 

The group gradually segued to identifying using their energy 
for next steps in taking up citizenship. Members spoke of 
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the next community meeting they wanted to attend and 
how they could approach their participation. They spoke of 
how functional subgrouping supported them to find their 
energy and confidence in maintaining and expressing their 
participation it in their daily lives. We also appreciated the 
bounty of our time together and how we could work through 
some of the the too-easily-suffered isolation that comes with 
helplessness and survival roles. Members found their right 
sized next step, the one that fits their shoe size without 
imposing upon themselves any particular image of citizenship.

In planning to write this Newsletter article we contacted group 
participants and asked them to reflect on their experience 
of the workshop or how it has affected them since. Several 
responded, including one member who noticed a fork in the 
road between slipping back into a more passive, withdrawn 
position to politics and appreciating her “small impulses” to 
stay engaged. She attributed this close tracking of her energy 
in relation political engagement to the workshop. She wrote 
that noticing this fork-in-the-road and other memories of the 
workshop helped her to stay in the here and now, appreciating 
her political involvement in the seemingly smallest things in 
her life, including participating in a balcony committee in her 
community and following her impulse to read an article on 
Facebook.

Another member wrote about being surprised by how disgust 
was the driving force for him in the group. At first he was 
disgusted with the group itself, by expressions of outrage 
and depression, which he boomeranged on himself. However, 
he came to see that intense emotions, his own and others’, 
can become part of moving toward action, particularly when 
guided through the practice of functional subgrouping. He 
wants to learn how to apply functional subgrouping in non-
SCT settings and groups. He hopes that functional subgrouping 
could help political groups accept and appreciate differences, 
especially those that involve activists who engage from 
different developmental levels/defenses. His curiosity about 
extending SCT and functional subgrouping into existing social 
change organizations resonated with the authors. Perhaps this 
will be one of the things we focus on in our workshop next year 
in San Francisco.

We also heard from a third member who acknowledged how 
difficult it is to manage the outrage, depression and despair 
in relation to the state of politics that were explored in the 
workshop. He is hopeful that SCT and A Theory of Living 
Human Systems could be used to build the communities and a 
world we want to live in to contain all the human differences. 
He also expressed interest in the possibility of identifying 
and being curious about how to avoid self-attack (depression) 
or attacking others (outrage) by attending to the moment by 
moment forks-in-the-road when there is a choice between 
our own behaviors or values, and recognizing the restraining 
forces that get in the way. 

We, Norma and Peter, are very grateful to all the workshop 

participants who helped us explore the edge of the unknown 
and this emergent connection between SCT and community 
leadership. We too imagine next steps for ourselves in applying 
what we are learning.

I (Norma), after the workshop, found myself clearer about 
where I wanted to invest my energy for political goals, joining 
in on the work on climate change and feeling less drawn 
to attend marches. And, I (Peter) found myself increasingly 
confident that SCT and functional subgrouping are so 
profoundly flexible as to be able to make room for supporting 
all of us to be the type of friends, neighbors, and community 
leaders that we are capable of being. My next steps include 
finding community activists and other citizens to bring to next 
year’s 2018 San Francisco Conference.

Anyone else?

.
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SCT Training Overview
The SCT training curriculum offers training opportunities at 
the four levels described below, as well as specialty training 
in SAVI (a communications model) and in applying SCT to 
particular contexts (e.g., organizations, psychotherapy).

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

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

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

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

• Ability to work in functional subgroup

• Ability to the shift from a personal to a member perspec-
tive 

• Ability to use the SCT protocols to undo own defenses

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

If you find yourself exploring the wish to make 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 is the 
base from which members become eligible to apply for licens-
ing 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 
applying SCT in organizational or task-focused contexts can 
get practice by joining an SCTRI work group to develop skill in 
applying their SCT skills in the service of task goals.
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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.

.

As Susan Gantt moves into her new role as Chair of the 
Board of SCTRI, the Board of Directors wants to recognize 
her for serving as Director since 2002 with both vision and 
heart. Susan embodies the theory and values of SCT and as 
Director she has kept a Theory of Living Human Systems as 
a guiding principle both within the organization and when 
taking SCT across the boundaries to the outside world. She 
has led by example in using SCT methods with compassion 
and discipline in all her interactions, reminding us that SCTRI 
is a living experiment with the hypothesis that, if we put our 
theory into practice, we will build an organization we want to 
work in. 

As Director Susan has grounded the work of SCTRI in theory. 
She has consistently supported using functional subgrouping 
to undo splits and to facilitate exploration, emergence 
and consensus in organizational decisions. She has also 
courageously made unilateral decisions in the interest of the 
organization even when she was aware that her decisions 
would arouse an authority issue -- and stayed present to work 
with the impact. She has been a major force in stabilizing the 
organization, recognizing that we sometimes don’t have the 
resources for the changes we want and suggesting that we 
hold onto our want for changes until we have the resources 
to implement them. She has kept her finger on the pulse 
of the organization: she knows who people are and where 
their leading edges are, she sees leadership potential in 
members even when we don’t see it in ourselves, and she 
has repeatedly encouraged members to try the next level of 
training or leadership. She has had her hand in nearly every 
new development in SCTRI over the past 16 years, has mentored 
work groups to develop enough to have plenipotentiary power, 

Recognizing Susan Gantt: 16 Years as Director of SCTRI
This tribute to Susan is from the SCTRI Board of Directors and from Yvonne Agazarian. Yvonne wrote hers when she was 
in York, England this past autumn at the York SCT Training.

and has then addressed the next challenge in the organization. 
While doing all this, she has consistently been available to 
take time to speak with us as members.

Taking SCT across the Boundary

One of the things that really strikes us, though, is while doing 
all of that within the organization Susan has spearheaded 
our emergence into the wider world. She has shown a deep 
commitment to working with SCT as an agent of change 
outside the organization as well, willing to take SCT out into 
the professional world knowing it is a difference. 

Some of the moments that come to mind are when she 
single-handedly read 300 workshop proposals for  IAGP when 
the program committee she was on faltered. She led the 
entire Houston Group Psychotherapy Association in a six-hour 
experiential group, was the keynote speaker at the Canadian 
Group Psychotherapy Association and has represented SCT 
in many other national and international venues. Equally 
impressive is her work to integrate SCT with Interpersonal 
Neurobiology, including authoring and coauthoring books, 
book chapters, journals and journal articles. Beyond that, 
Susan has been a pioneer in the research efforts supporting 
SCT: working with Rich O’Neill and Gary Burlingame to develop 
the FSQ-2, being an integral member of the organizational 
research she, Berry Trip, and Maria Akerlund are doing in the 
Netherlands, and being a resource and support for anyone 
doing research long before we had a research director.

As a Person

Susan comes through with compassion and clarity, often in 
a quiet, supportive way. She honors the person system and 

q
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recognizes and remembers what she knows about members’ 
personal lives – she isn’t just the Director, the Trainer, the 
Practitioner. Susan is an extremely warm individual with 
immense humanity and a fierce protectiveness of what matters.

Thank you, Susan, for 16 years of dedication as Director of 
SCTRI. We look forward to working with you in your new role 
as Chair of the Board. 

From Yvonne Agazarian

In Gratitude and Love for Susan

l crossed the room in a Board meeting (some years ago) and 
asked Susan to change places with me and, in spite of her 
shock and reluctance, swap the job with me and become SCTRI 
Director. Susan would never have done it like that -- which is 
why it was such a good move. Then I left her to it! 

I believe that Susan was on the way to a directorship of 
something but did not know it. I believe she would have ended 
up chairing APA or AGPA! Instead we were lucky enough to 
have her to “direct” us! Susan not only helps SCT members 
to take on the many tasks that SCTRI has developed in 
work groups under her influence, she also models crossing 
the bridge between inside SCTRI and the outside world. In 
short, under Susan’s directorship, SCTRI has developed into a 
complex, functioning organization. 

 As far as theory development goes, she is constantly helping 
me in the struggle to define what is new, with empathy at 
how hard it is, and doing some of the mind-numbing work of 
editing my rough drafts. Most important, Susan grasps the 
new ideas and then disseminates them in her groups in a user-
friendly way.

I am not the only SCTRI member whose work Susan 
individually supports. She also supports members taking up 

role responsibilities in work groups as well as member’s work 
in writing, adapting applications of SCT. And most important, 
Susan is always there for members’ who are involved in the 
ever-challenging work on their inner-personal and inter-
personal goals. 

Susan has another major challenge in the here-and-now (as do 
all of us as members of SCTRI) to “own” SCTRI development 
as well as benefitting by it! My original goal in establishing 
a license was to build SCTRI functioning subgroups of inner-
person peers and inter-person peers and a system-as-a-whole 
set of new norms. Obviously doomed when we had not yet 
worked through our innate authority issues! Instead the norms 
that developed reflected the rigidity of university criteria 
that then precipitated many creative crises of hatred! Susan 
inherited this conflict and has developed several sub-systems 
to address the gap between the phases of development and the 
work goals in the different subgroups of SCTRI. Most recently 
she organized training for members who are willing to learn 
how to review their peers and they are developing their own 
criteria!

We are lucky to have Susan and the ways she is leading us in 
the next directions. She has increasing support of the Board 
as well as the Steering Group, and many of SCTRI’s other work 
groups. One measure of change under Susan’s directorship is, 
as some of our older members remember, early large groups 
in our Conferences were often chaotic (reflecting the norms 
of the group field!). Today we can expect the SCT Conference 
large groups to surface working subgroups and go to work 
on current issues that reflect our current developmental 
challenges!

All the best to you Susan as you move into your new 
role as Chair of our Board of Directors! .

Organizational Reports & Updates
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.

The Chair of the Board: Responsible for how SCT crosses 
the boundary and is represented in the larger world, holding 

the authority, responsibility, and accountability for the 
organization’s ownership of trademarks and copyrights.  The 
Chair provides leadership to the Board of Directors, and with 
the Director is responsible for holding the Board accountable 
for fulfilling its roles and responsibilities.

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.
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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.

.
Board of Directors’ Report 
October 2017
The SCTRI Board of Directors held its 2017 Fall meeting October 
12-15, just three days after Yvonne’s death. We felt privileged 
to have an opportunity to come together and share our grief 
and gratitude for all that Yvonne has given us, both personally 
and as an organization. We made a commitment to use our 
theory in the service of our work goals as we said good-bye to 
Yvonne, began the work of transitioning to our new reality, and 
explored ways to support the larger membership.

We were grateful to have the structure of functional subgrouping 
to contain our experience of loss as we attuned to one 
another and explored our personal reactions to Yvonne’s death. 
Knowing that our work was a voice for the organization-as-a-
whole, we made space for all our emotional responses, tapping 
into both the fullness of our apprehensive life energy and the 
emergent potential at the edge of the unknown. As we worked 
we discovered, with compassion, our various survival roles 
that get triggered in the face of chaos. We were able to undo 
those old roles and move into our current roles as members of 
the Board of Directors with access to our energy and resources 
for the work of the organization in this time of transition.

As the Board centered into the task-focused part of our meeting, 
we acknowledged that SCTRI has structures in place to support 
our ongoing work. With much foresight, Yvonne stepped 
out of Director role in 2002 and has since been in the role of 
founder, developer of the theory, and majority holder of the 
trademark. With her death, SCTRI becomes the sole owner 
of the trademark. For the past 16 years, SCTRI, with Susan 
Gantt as Director, has functioned independently of Yvonne, 

developing organizational roles and work groups to meet the 
mission and goals of the organization. We have been fortunate 
to have Yvonne as an outside consultant, preparing the Board 
to continue to develop and transform beyond her. Yvonne 
has challenged the Board to own the Theory of Living Human 
Systems and to integrate it into our organizational work so 
that SCTRI is a living experiment of the theory. We recently 
have taken up that challenge by establishing a Board of 
Directors theory group with the goal of continuing to develop 
the theory, and in the past few Board meetings we have 
explicitly based our work and our decisions on theory.

At this meeting, the Board focused on leadership development 
and how to structure our leadership roles in ways to best utilize 
members’ resources. We are continuing to develop pathways 
for members to take up leadership roles in the organization 
and to provide them with training and mentoring as they 
do so, recognizing that these experiences are in themselves 
opportunities to develop leadership skills.

We clarified structures that are in place for members to get 
support to explore their experiences in relation to Yvonne’s 
death. Many members have ongoing training groups, and we 
have dedicated the remaining 2017 Monthly Drop-In Groups 
as places to explore responses to this loss. Also, we agreed 
to have two SCT celebrations of Yvonne’s life in 2018: at the 
Conference in San Francisco and at the York Training in 
September.

As we -- as persons, members, and an organization -- say good-
bye and separate from Yvonne, we are aware that, at heart, we 
are inseparable from Yvonne and her legacy.

The SCTRI Board of Directors:

Claudia Byram, Fran Carter, Rowena Davis, Dick Ganley, Susan 
Gantt, Dorothy Gibbons, Ray Haddock, Nina Klebanoff, Annie 
MacIver, Mike Maher, Jon McCormick, Irene McHenry, Rich 
O’Neill, Jim Peightel, and Norma Safransky .
Steering Group
The Steering Group meets weekly, acting on behalf of the 
Board of Directors to implement decisions and to address 
strategic issues that cannot wait for our twice-yearly Board 
meetings. Its membership is comprised of the Director, the 
Associate Director and Board members who volunteer and 
have the resources for the role. Following the recent Board 
meeting, we are pleased to welcome Fran Carter as a member 
of the Steering Group.

We 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. Recently we reviewed the proposed 
training and workshop offerings for the 2018 Conference and 
consulted with the Conference Communications team, as 
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they explore and develop innovative ways to generate interest 
in the Conference. We have worked closely with the Finance 
Group, building on their recommendations to create a fiscally 
responsible annual budget for the organization. And we 
have approved the SCT-NL request to translate into Dutch a 
description of our training program to post on their website. 

In the past year we have especially been keeping an eye on 
how we are integrating theory into our work. We continue 
to use functional subgrouping to explore issues and to make 
decisions based on consensus. We pay attention to our 
communication patterns, slowing down and reflecting each 
other when there is turbulence in the group, yet building 
spontaneously when we recognize that we are in a group-as-a-
whole flow. We recently reduced redundancy in the group once 
we noticed that the same members tended to take up the task or 
process leader roles. We experimented by taking up different 
roles with the result of discovering new resources in the 
members and in the group-as-a-whole. We also work to reduce 
ambiguity by using specific language, creating operational 
definitions for terms we are using, and clarifying goals. 
And we make space for members’ apprehensive experiences, 
knowing this information may be a voice for the group. The 
humor and affiliative feelings that emerge as we work creates 
a system that we want to work in..

Claudia Byram (Claudia.byram@verizon.net)
Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)

Dorothy Gibbons (Dorothy.gibbons@yahoo.com)
Mike Maher (mike.maher@gmail.com).

Curriculum Development
We were very pleased when Fran Carter re-joined the 
Curriculum Development Group after a break. Our current 
project is reviewing the “Systems-Centered Training and 
Assessment Logbook” (or “Training Log” for short) and Fran 
was part of the original working group. Her timely return has 
brought welcome context and depth to our work and helped 
orient the system-as-a-whole to our goal. 

We would like to share some of our process. The group had 
already agreed to read through the “Training log” together 

“in real time” during our meetings so we could familiarize 
ourselves with the content. The plan was to start with the 
bigger picture before making any changes, though the pull 
to tweak as we went along was very strong. We have tried 
to notice any reactions to language, as well as omissions or 
developments. For example, we noticed that at times the term 

“systems-centered therapy” is used; understandable given the 
origins of SCT. Now we are more inclined to use “systems-
centered practice” as a broader and more inclusive description. 

The main development we want to capture is Yvonne 
Agazarian’s work on role systems and how this relates to 
different elements and levels of training. We also want to 

clarify the goal of experiential learning at different training 
levels such as foundation or intermediate. Finally, as noted in 
our previous update we have continued to be impressed with 
how the original content remains relevant.

Madeline O’Carroll (madmoc1@gmail.com).
Fundraising
Our Action Group is now a group of two, with Deb Zeigler’s 
retirement from her role after serving for 10 years with great 
energy and creative ideas. We are very sad to say goodbye 
after such a long and fruitful collaboration, and very glad for 
Deb, as she directs her creative energy into other goals in her 
life, having achieved our last goal of establishing an SCTRI 
Endowment, which now holds $58,026. Thank you for all your 
hard work, Deb. You will be missed.

Elaine Pratt and I are preparing for our next Yvonne Agazarian 
Research Scholars Fund-raiser at the Conference 2018, with 
the goal of raising $600 to add to the current balance of $9479.

Please contact either of us if you have energy for joining our 
group, or have ideas for growing our SCTRI resources.

Elaine Pratt (elainepratt35@gmail.com)
Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com).

Newsletter
The Newsletter group has a new Editor, Claudia Byram, and a 
new member, Perri Franskoviak, who is now coordinating the 
Members Forum. Welcome Perri! There is a sense in the group 
that we have enough resources and a stable foundation for 
moving forward.

As a new development in the history of the newsletter the 
Theory, Research and Applications editors (Ray Haddock, 
Kitty Garlid, Neal Spivack) now have several articles in the 
pipeline for future issues, not just the current edition. This 
group is in the process of developing its structure from the 
time it elicits contributions from the membership, to finding 
creative ways to collaborate with members to develop their 
ideas into articles. So if you are incubating an idea for an 
article contact any one of them – they are eager to hear. 

Claudia Byram (Claudia.byram@verizon.net)
Kitty Garlid (kgarlid@gmail.com)

Ray Haddock (rayhaddock08@gmail.com)
Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com)

Michael Robbins (michaelclearmind@gmail.com)
Neal Spivack (nspivack@gmail.com) 

  Jan Vadell (jan@systemscentered.com).
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Research
There are four active projects currently involving research on 
SCT.

1. Rich O’Neill is leading a team that is attempting to 
replicate earlier findings showing that SCT is useful in 
helping organizations to run more effectively, and is 
extending the research to see if expected SAVI patterns 
account for the improvements. 

2. Berry Trip, Maria Akerlund, and Susan Gantt are analyzing 
data from a study that compared SCT in-service training 
groups, with other approaches, in a medical rehabilitation 
setting in the Netherlands. The data has been collected, 
with some difficulties encountered while initiating the 
analysis.

3. Rich O’Neill, Susan Gantt, and Gary Burlingame are 
continuing to analyze data from the development of the 
Functional Subgrouping Questionnaire-2 (FSQ-2).

4. Dick Ganley and Jacquie Mogle have completed treatment 
and data collection of two adults with Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (one industrial worker, one combat 
veteran), and are in the process of writing these up for 
publication. 

We now have six more research articles on the SCTRI website 
that can be downloaded for free. The authors, Rich O’Neill 
and Larry Ladden, gave their permission, and Kathy Lum 
contacted the publishers.

If you have interest in discussing research you would like to 
do involving SCT, please feel free to contact me at my email 
address below. The Systems-Centered Training and Research 
Institute accepts proposals for small grants to fund this type of 
research, and I will be happy to talk to you about this as well. 

Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com)

.
SCT - Netherlands
The Dutch SCT Board, with some supervision from Susan 
Gantt, has been working on clarifying the meaning of the SCT 
trademark and members’ use of protocols in their work. Their 
work has resulted in greater clarity for the members of the 
Board and training group. 

Lotte Paans (lottegoudjepaans@gmail.com).
SCT - York
The annual September event was very well-attended, with 
numbers close to 80 in all. At one point we started a waiting 
list as we had so many applications! Members came from 

many countries: the Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark, the UK, 
including Scotland, the US, Japan, Switzerland, Italy, and 
for the first time, from Germany and Greece. More than half 
the members were in Foundation Training led by Yvonne 
Agazarian and Mike Maher, and two containers worked with 
Lotte Paans in this group. Twenty seven people attended 
Making Work Roles Work, led by Susan Gantt and Rowena 
Davis, including four containers working with Rowena and 
Juliet Koprowska. Four members learned Intermediate Skills 
with Ray Haddock, while Fran Carter and Annie McIver led 
a group of three in Intermediate Leadership Development. 
As time goes on, the different training opportunities have 
expanded, so our system has developed from simple to 
complex. The large group that meets at the end of each day 
was lively and developmental, with members and leaders 
working in new ways. 

Some members went out dancing one night – a member-
organized event that has become a regular part of the York 
calendar – no casualties to report! And about 50 people had 
dinner together at a restaurant on Thursday night. The food 
was good, the staff were helpful, and the diners created a great 
atmosphere. Dates for next year’s training event are September 
10-14, 2018. More information will come out in the spring.

Juliet Koprowska (Juliet.koprowska@york.ac.uk).
System Mentors
In our role of being a resource to the system-as-a-whole 
we have recently been revisiting the process of mentoring 
Intermediate and Advanced members as they develop 
applications for Project Licenses. These are agreements with 
the SCT trademark holders that authorize the explicit use 
of SCT in special projects offered by members who are not 
yet licensed SCT Practitioners. Developing  applications for 
project licenses is an opportunity for training in itself, in the 
application of SCT theory and methods with clear recognition 
of role, goal and context. Increasing clarity about this process 
will then be a resource to consultants and consultees. 

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

Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
Jon McCormick (jlmccormick@msn.com)

Sven-Erik Viskari (sven-erik.viskari@telia.com).
Trainers Group
The Trainers Group, meeting bi-monthly on the fourth Monday 
of the month, continues to develop training for advanced 
members and trainers, in support of emerging leadership 
energy in the system. We are happy to report that the working 
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climate in the Trainers Group is shifting into a work phase, 
as evidenced by the communication patterns, members’ 
willingness to take up roles, and an ease of getting information 
into the group.

As we continue to work on criteria for membership of this 
group, we decided to make our May 22, 2016 meeting open to 
all members for the purpose of getting information back into 
our system about taking up trainer roles and any roles relevant 
to our work on training for trainers. If anyone is interested in 
dropping into one of our meetings in the future with regard to 
taking up a trainer role at the conference, contact me at the 
email below, and it will be proposed to the group.

Since the last Newsletter we have said goodbye to one member, 
Joy Luther as she retires. We are very appreciative of Joy’s years 
of work as a trainer in Austin, Seattle, and at the Conference.  
Over the years Joy has given an incredible amount of time and 
energy, and done so with so much heart to this Trainers Group 
and so many other contexts within SCTRI. Thank you Joy! 

Lotte Paans is new to the Trainers Group, having recently been 
licensed, and we are excited to have Lotte’s new membership 
and leadership energy in the group. Welcome Lotte!

The Trainers Group supports the implementation of the SCTRI 
training curriculum. You can find a list of the current members 
as well as the current specific goals for the Trainers Group on 
the SCTRI website.

Some important focus points of the Trainers Group continue to 
be the integration of new theory into the training curriculum 
and development of training pathways leading to competence 
as an SCT trainer. As trainers we recognize the need to be well 
grounded in the theory, to keep up with new developments, 
and to be clear about where in the curriculum it is appropriate 
to teach certain theoretical concepts. A Trainers Ad Hoc group 
has been established to work on producing a “Training for 
Trainers” document, and we have great appreciation and 
gratitude for Claudia Byram, Dick Ganley, Fran Carter and Ray 
Haddock for their work. 

As we look in a more detailed way toward developing this kind 
of training, we recognize the need to create pathways for new 
leaders to emerge and to have sufficient, ongoing advanced 
training for these new leaders.  

One way that this has emerged over the years is through 
the staffing at the Conferences. Each year, a subgroup of 
the Trainers Group has the significant task of staffing the 
Conference morning trainings (Drop-In group leadership and 
co-leadership roles in morning training and consultation 
groups). These roles are important entry points into training 
and leadership in our organization. We continue to be 
grateful for Claudia Byram, Fran Carter, Susan Gantt and 
Dorothy Gibbons for their hard work as they match members’ 
interest in developing leadership with the current leadership 
opportunities. These experienced trainers are also available 

for consultation with the Drop-In leaders before and after the 
Conference, to assist with planning for the Drop-Ins and/or 
processing afterwards.

We have tremendous gratitude for the high volunteer energy of 
our trainers and the membership energy of SCTRI.

Robert Hartford (robertghartford@gmail.com)

.
Web Group
Having successfully completed earlier in the year the 
migration of the website from the old platform to the new 
mobile and tablet friendly site, since May 2017 the Web Group 
has welcomed a new member, and focused on “back end” 
work to increase the security of the site and improve email 
communication, and started work on the 2018 conference 
pages.

Jane Steinberg joined the Web Group in June and is quickly 
integrating into our group’s work along with her new role in 
the Conference Communications Group. 

A Dutch member alerted us to a security certification 
requirement in the Netherlands which we implemented on 
our site, recognizing that it may soon become an international 
requirement. The new security certificate encrypts form and 
payment data and prevents it from being read if intercepted 
between the user and website.

A security vulnerability in our website management system 
was recently identified by the manufacturer of that software. 
The Web Tech Team, working with our web hosting company, 
assessed, planned and executed the necessary steps to keep 
SCT content and users protected from this potential threat. 

In response to spam accounts being set up on the site, we have 
added an improved “human verification” test (sometimes 
called CAPTCHA) on the new site user registration form. We 
hope this will reduce the problem and increase security.

We are still looking for one more member, ideally with interest 
and skills in social media.

Rowena Davis (rdavis@rdaconsulting.net)
Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com)

Ellen Punter (ellenzpunter@gmail.com)
Ben Schlaepfer (ben@mode2.com)

Jane Steinberg (jane.steinberg@yahoo.com)

.



Members Forum

page 22  Winter 2017 - Systems-Centered News

Reports from Members Using SCT in the 
Community  
Eva Birgerson reports that she and her colleagues are working 
with SCT-inspired methods in all of their assignments as 
organizational consultants in Sweden. Currently, they’re 
working with Karolinska, the largest University hospital in 
Sweden, as they undergo a radical change process.  As a SAVI 
trainer and a former AIG participant, Eva feels well-placed to 
do this work, and grateful for her SCT training.  

Lotte Paans reports that the Dutch SCT Board, with some 
supervision from Susan Gantt, has been working on clarifying 
the meaning of the SCT trademark and members’ use of 
protocols in their work.   Their work has resulted in greater 
clarity for the members of the board and training group.   

.
Recent Presentations
In August 2017, Dick Ganley and Norma Safransky presented an 
afternoon workshop on “Using SCT in the Treatment of PTSD” 
at the annual American Psychological Association convention 
in Washington, DC. Meeting with a small group of practitioners, 
they gave a brief introduction to The Theory of Living Human 
Systems, and how concepts such as boundaries, similarities 
and differences, encapsulation, fear and annihilation anxiety 
can help to understand what happens in PTSD. After practicing 
subgrouping, a voice for the group emerged about how quickly 
members got to an authentic level of sharing, more so than 
the other workshops they attended. Members also reported 
feeling excited and satisfied by their experience, and left with 
bubbling energy. 

Dayne Naretta presented a workshop entitled “What’s 
all the ‘Brouhaha’ about Systems-Centered Functional 
Subgrouping: What it is, What it isn’t and How we use it 
to Resolve Conflict” at the Louisiana Group Psychotherapy 
conference on October 28, 2017. 

Michelle Lynskey and Alida Zweidler-McKay will be presenting 
at the American Group Psychotherapy Association’s 
annual meeting in Houston in March 2018.  Their topic will 
be “Harnessing the Conversation: Understanding Systems-
Centered Functional Subgrouping as a Communication 
Pattern.” 

Nina Klebanoff led a workshop at the Eastern Group 
Psychotherapy Society’s Annual Conference in November 2017 
on “Discriminating and Integrating Differences for Survival, 
Development and Transformation: A Systems-centered 
Approach to Groups.” 

Susan Beren and Meigs Ross presented “How to Deepen 
Experience and Reduce Defensive Communication in Group 
through the Use of Systems-Centered Methods” also at the 
EGPS Conference. 

.

Recent Publications
Gantt, S.P., & Agazarian, Y.M. (2017). Systems-centered group 
therapy. International Journal of Group Psychotherapy, 67 
(sup1), S60-S70. doi: 10.1080/00207284.2016.1218768. This 
article was written for a special issue of IJGP in celebration of 
the American Group Psychotherapy Association’s (AGPA) 75th 
anniversary. Now available online at http://dx.doi.org/10.1080
/00207284.2016.1218768. 

Billman, K., & Engquist, C. (2017). Teaming: Grupputveckling 
i praktiken (Teaming: Group development in practice). Lund, 
Sweden: Studentlitteratur AB.  

.
Anyone Else?   
Responses to the Newsletter 
Submit your thoughts in response to what you see in the 
Newsletter.

From Nitesh Prakash Painuly 
Nitesh.painuly@gmail.com

This is in response to an invitation to all SCTRI members to 
comment on the article “Elephant in the Room” (Systems-
Centered News, Autumn, 2015, Vol. 23 #2, Special Updates: 
Conference 2016). A beautiful foundation had already been 
laid by Joel Wiessler in the same Issue. It has taken almost 
three years for these words to appear in the Systems-Centered 
News. I believe they are still relevant to us as a SCT community 
(my data is from recent York Training Week, Sept. 2017. I 
attended Foundation Training.) 

Projective Identification in the Spirit of “Join:”  Elephant 
With No “Rider”

Systems survive, develop and transform by differentiating and 
integrating the difference. Or, “systems survive, develop and 
transform by differentiating and integrating,” if we keep the 
judgment of “difference” (or similarity) open? 

“Projection” in projective identification is a differentiation 
which doesn’t belong to “me” (system) yet. “Identification” 
is subsequent integration of what is similar enough 
in that differentiation.  This involves “time;” an endless (and 
timeless) wait at the “edge of the unknown.”

What is the difference between “splitting” and “unknown,” 
if one sees ”no-one” is doing this (not even the system/s)? How 
do you see the Lords and Ladies of splitting when the elephant 
in the room is invisible?  
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Welcoming New Members 
Mark J. Bouman • Zeist, Netherlands 

Michelle Burd • Austin, Texas, US 

Ingrid Carell •Uppsala, Sweden 

Tim Flagg • Palo Alto, California, US 

Antonios Kryonis • Athens, Greece 

Jimmy Österholm • Bollnäs, Sweden 

Henrik Samuelberg • Sweden 

.
Meet a Colleague…      
Introducing SCTRI member Perri Franskoviak of San 
Francisco, who reported: 

About twelve years ago, one of my bosses who comes alive 
in any kind of group, Jeannie Little, discovered Yvonne and 
Susan at an AGPA conference. Being the force of nature that 
she is, Jeannie wrangled Susan to come to the Tenderloin to 
teach us about SCT, where I ran a mental health program that 
was co-located with the Tenderloin AIDS Resource Center. 
What I remember most about that training were the circles 
she drew on the board with the little stick figures inside them, 
and the phrase “role, goal and context.” Susan looked pretty 
serious the whole time, but what she said made some sense. I 
probably would not have pursued it further, but Jeannie once 
again brought Susan out for another training with a larger 
audience of mental health and social service providers in 
San Francisco, and there was something about the group I 
was with and the way Susan talked about subgrouping that 
resonated with me.    

Even this wasn’t enough, though. In 2004 or ’05, AGPA was 
held in San Francisco, and I decided to attend a two-day 
workshop that Yvonne was facilitating on the foundations 
of SCT. It was amazing! I could say whatever I needed to, 
including expressing my outrage about such a rigid model 
of talking to each other, and I wasn’t going to succeed in 
confirming my lifelong prediction that I would always be 
alone in the world. That’s when I found out about the San 
Francisco training group, where I spent the next several years 
exploring my resistance to joining only to discover that what I 
really wanted was a subgroup that wasn’t going to reject me!   

 Today, I bring SCT into my work life as a professor, program 
director and therapist. This year I formed a leadership team 
among key faculty and staff connected to the master’s program 
I steward.  Using functional subgrouping, we explore our ideas 
about continuing to grow the program, and the tasks each of 
us take on as we move toward our goals. In the classroom, I 
invoke SCT each time a student brings forth a point of view 
that they themselves may be defiant or uncertain about, and I 

may say something like “Look around and see if there’s anyone 
else that can join you.”   In my therapist role I remember to 
center, and invite my clients to do the same so they can bring 
their energy into our work together.   I’m discovering what a 
great strategy this is for working with contentious couples, 
including my partner and me. For instance, this morning 
I practiced centering and orienting when my partner said 
something that immediately triggered my anger. I took a deep 
breath and told the voice inside my head to hold on, and then 
I tried to listen more fully to what he was saying. I found a 
way to join with him, which led to a much more functional 
discussion than we would have had otherwise. What’s even 
more amazing is that all this happened before I had had my 
coffee. Who knew?

.

It’s Time to Renew  
Your Membership!

Go to www.systemscentered.com & 
click “Join/Renew Membership”

Update your directory information, 
pay your fee, learn more about your 

membership benefits

The membership renewal fee is 
$200 with a discounted rate of $50 
for full-time students. Membership 
is available to anyone who wants to 
join. Dues are “more if you can, less 
if not” depending on your resources. 

You are free to decide what is 
affordable for you.

The membership year runs  
Feb 1 to Jan 31
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Upcoming Training Opportunities
SCT AnnuAl ConferenCe – SAn frAnCiSCo

Weekend Institute: April 7-8 • Conference: April 9-13

SySTemS-CenTered & SAVi WorkShopS - london
June 11-14: Foundation, OD and SAVI Training

AnnuAl SySTemS-CenTered TrAining Week - york, uk
September 17-21: Foundation, Intermediate & Organizational Consultancy

Details on the web at
www.systemscentered.com



Special Updates:  
Conference 2018

Conference details & full program at  
www.systemscentered.com 

Register online & save with early registration rates  
through February 28

April 7-13, 2018 
San Francisco



The Morning Training Program:  
Core Systems-Centered Trainings
Groups are offered at the Foundation, Intermediate and 
Advanced levels. Note that you can sign up for an early morning 
and a late morning group. .
Foundation Level
If you are new or newer to SCT, you’ll have an early morning 
Foundation Training, followed by late morning Drop-In Groups.  
See below:

#201-C     Systems-Centered Foundation Training   Group: 
“Not Just for Beginners”

This early morning training group meets all 5 days and 
builds the foundation for all further SCT work. Members 
use functional subgrouping to build a system that contains 
and integrates differences, rather than stereotyping or 
scapegoating them.  Becoming proficient at functional 
subgrouping takes practice as we retrain our brains to notice 
similarities instead of differences and to learn to pay attention 

to the larger context before introducing a difference. The group 
uses systems-centered methods to access authentic experience 
and contribute to the development of the group-as-a-whole. 

Who should sign up for the Foundation Group?

• Those who are new to SCT

• Those who have been to workshops but do not have an 
ongoing group in which to practice systems-centered 
methods (This Conference Foundation Group can 
serve as a member’s “ongoing” group for several years, 
working with many of the same members from previous 
Conferences)

• Those in Foundation Training groups who want more 
training in building a systems-centered group

• Intermediate or Advanced members who want to 
revisit the early phases of group development, to renew 
subgrouping skills, or to learn more about working in 
beginning groups

#105 Drop-In Groups:

The Drop-In Groups in the second half of the morning focus 
on systems-centered theory or on a particular skill. These 
90-minute groups offer theoretical underpinnings and 

discover as we delve into these important and timely topics.  If 
this sparks your interest, too, we hope you will join us in San 
Francisco in April. 

Alida Zweidler-McKay (zmconsulting@mac.com)  
on behalf of the Conference Co-Directors: 

Dayna Burnett (dayna.burnett@sbcglobal.net)   
Gayna Havens (gaynahavens@rcn.com) 

Dayne Narretta (daynenarretta@gmail.com) 
Debbie Woolf (dwoolf@comcast.net)

.

From the Conference Co-Directors
SCT’s theory and methods are being used by psychologists, 
psychiatrists, social workers, consultants, coaches and 
educators to work with human systems of all kinds, including 
individuals, couples, families, teams, classrooms, therapy 
groups and organizations. 

This year’s Weekend Institute and 5-day Conference will bring 
together professionals from across these fields. There will be 
a wide range of training groups, interactive workshops and 
a large group experience that will explore the “us vs. them” 
dynamic and the methods and tools that can shift a group 
toward collaboration. 

We are excited about the Conference and curious what we will 

Program Highlights:  
The Conference is organized into Weekend Institutes and the Monday-through-Friday Conference. During the week there are morning 
trainings, afternoon workshops and a large group experiential session at the end of each day.  

Institutes offer two-day in-depth trainings, the weekday morning program is dedicated to core Systems-Centered trainings and the 
afternoon workshops focus on applying SCT in clinical, organizational, pastoral counseling, educational and other professional 
and personal settings. For details on all trainings go to bit.ly/SCT-Conference2018 or to www.systemscentered.com and click on the 
Conference link.

Below is a guide to the Conference morning programs to refer to as you map out your Conference experience.



reinforcement of the work that members are doing in the early 
morning experiential groups.  

Who Should Plan to Drop In to the Drop-In Groups?

• Members of the Early Morning Foundation or Intermediate 
Training Groups

• Intermediate or Advanced Level members who want to 
brush up on their own skills or theoretical understanding 
or who want to learn new ways of teaching the skills or 
theory .

Intermediate & Advanced Level
#302-C Systems-Centered Intermediate Training Group: 

“Taking the next steps…”
This experiential training group builds on the skills of the 
Foundation Group:  members know how to subgroup, are 
familiar with undoing their own defenses, can contain and 
explore their authority issue and are motivated to work from the 
member role (vs. the personalized system).  Group exploration 
can go in many directions, and will probably include more in-
depth work with issues of one’s own and other’s authority, as 
well as exploration of old survival roles.

Who Should Sign Up for this Intermediate Group?

• Members of ongoing Foundation training groups 
who are ready to make the transition to intermediate 
level work based on the criteria described in the SCT 
Training Program. Note: First time candidates who 
have not had Intermediate Skills Training must contact 
the Intermediate Group leaders to talk about how to 
determine their readiness. Leaders are: Nina Klebanoff 
and Mike Maher

• Intermediate level members who want to join this 
5-morning experiential group;

• Advanced members who want to continue exploring their 
driving and restraining forces to taking up membership 
in context.

#304-C Intermediate Three-Year Training Group – 
Beginning a new cycle in 2018
This group meets at the Conference each morning for three 
years. This intermediate level training combines experiential 
work, focusing on crossing the boundary from person to 
member systems, with in-depth theory and force field work 
on the phases of system development (diagnosis, dynamics, 
driving and restraining forces). Members who have previously 
taken this training are encouraged to re-enroll for another 
three-year cycle if the training meets their goals. Membership 
requires a commitment to attend all three yearly sessions. The 
group is now open for members to join and then will close until 
a new cycle begins in 2021. Application required. Questions: 
contact Heather Twomey (heather.twomey@gmail.com). 

Who Should Sign Up for this Intermediate Group?

• Intermediate level members who have taken Intermediate 
Skills Training at least once and want to deepen their 
understanding of the phases of group development and 
their skills of system diagnosis.

#403-C Using Force Fields for System Development: 
Intermediate Training:  (Mon & Tues) 

This two-day Intermediate level training focuses on the 
practice of building a force field. How do we know what is 
driving or restraining in any given system? How do we collect 
observable data? Members will learn how to build force fields 
together based on experiential exercises with the group.

Who should sign up for this group?

• Members on the Intermediate Level who are developing 
their force field skills

#404-C  Intermediate  Leadership  Skills  Practice: Building 
an  SCT Group  (Wed-Fri)  

This Intermediate level training focuses on the practice of SCT 
leadership through introducing functional subgrouping, the 
distraction exercise  and  the fork- in-the-road to discriminate 
between explaining and exploring: all core systems-centered 
methods. Participants practice through role-plays in different   
contexts (clinical, OD, etc.).  

Who should sign up for this group?

• Members at the Intermediate Level practicing taking 
their SCT skills into their lives

#406-C  Container Training - Intermediate/Advanced

This whole-morning training offers two roles:  Container and 
Observing Container.  This is a next step from doing one’s 
own work in a group to focusing on the group’s development. 
Participants who have completed SCT Intermediate Skills 
Training take a Container role in the Foundation Group. Other 
Intermediate level members observe the Containers at work. 
After the morning break, Containers and Observers review and 
process the work. See the description in the online Conference 
pages for more information.

Who should sign up for this group?

• Intermediate and Advanced members interested in 
developing their skill in observing and supporting the 
work of a group. 

#405-C Advanced/Advanced Intermediate Training: 
Deepening the Understanding of the Current SCT Protocols 
(Mon-Fri)

Who should sign up for this group?

• Members who have completed the Intermediate 
Skills Training and want to deepen their theoretical 
understanding of the SCT Protocols.

#503-C Advanced Training Group:

Members apply the Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS) 
and SCT methods to build and develop a systems-centered 



For complete information  
about the upcoming Conference go to:

bit.ly/SCT-Conference2018

group context within which they can explore intimacy phase 
roles that impact the capacity for member role in the group and 
the Conference-as-a-whole.

Who Should Sign Up for this Intermediate/Advanced Group?

• You can sign up for this group if you have completed the 
Authority Issue Group, maintain membership in SCTRI 
and want to continue exploration at your leading edges. 
If not currently in a training group contact Fran Carter for 
admission (carter2229@aol.com).

.
Want More Guidance? 
Your trainer or consultant, if you have one, is a resource for 
deciding which trainings and workshops are a good fit for you. 
Other members also available to consult with you are:  

Clinical: Norma Safransky (US) nsafransky@gmail.com

Organizational: Rowena Davis (UK) rdavis@rdaconsulting.net

Clinical Pastoral Education: Meigs Ross (US) amr9033@gmail.
com

.
Other Conference Activities 
The Conference is also an opportunity to interact with others 
outside of the trainings and workshops and to have fun! 

There are activities to connect with others socially, resources 
on information about the local area near the hotel and fun 
fundraisers for the Yvonne Agazarian Scholarship. 

Hospitality breakfasts and dinners serve as a way for all 
Conference attendees to get to know one another. The “Buddy” 
system builds a bridge for newcomers to join the system  - 
newcomers are paired with volunteers who can be a friendly 
face in the group and answer any questions that come up 
before or during the Conference. A Welcome Packet provides 
information about SCT and the Conference to help orient 
newcomers. 

Listings of local amenities and resources are available to 
the registrants to make it easier to access the businesses in 
the neighborhood. There are fun activities which provide 
opportunities to contribute to the scholarship program, which 
provides funds to allow a scholar to attend the Conference free 
of charge. In addition events such as Monday evening Dance 
Movement, Tuesday evening Sing-a-Long, Thursday party, as 
well as morning yoga/Tai Chi are a chance to move and connect 
with yourself and the community.   More information will be 
sent out to registrants in the weeks before the Conference.

This information is available to everyone on the web before the 
Conference and from the Conference Atmosphere Team at the 
Conference.

.

Hotel Kabuki 
The Conference is being held at the Hotel Kabuki in San Francisco’s historic Japantown.  
Participants who have stayed at the Conference hotel in the past have said that they appreciate: 

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

• Easier access to social activities & impromptu lobby gatherings;

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

By guaranteeing a certain number of rooms, SCTRI is able to negotiate a lower  
cost for meeting rooms, which helps us keep the cost of the Conference down for everyone.

Hotel Website: http://www.jdvhotels.com/hotels/california/san-francisco-hotels/hotel kabuki
Reservation Phone: 1-800-533-4567
Please reference our special reservation code: 0406SYST_001 for discounted rates.

To receive our discounted rates reservations must be made by March 16th.


