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Remember that SCTRI is an experiment? It asks what happens 
if we create and develop an organization using the TLHS 
(Theory of Living Human Systems) and SCT methods and 
values as our guide? With that in mind, being aware of how the 
organization is functioning is important for all of us. Members 
– you, me, us – are the organization. The Newsletter is one 
channel for that information, so here goes.

Conference 2019 was our most successful ever! Enrollment and 
income were excellent – the Co-Directors report in the E-News 
details these aspects of the Conference. Congratulations to the 
whole team!

At the same time, some of you will be aware that we experienced 
an unusual level of turbulence in the Large Group at the SCT 
Conference – the sort of turbulence that can, and does, happen 
in many organizations. The test for us, all of us, whether we 
were there or not, is how we understand and integrate the 
information in the turbulence, guided by our theory. Susan 
Gantt’s article addresses this from the perspective of the TLHS 
and is a contribution to the ongoing process of development of 
our system – a good example of discrimination and integration.

Another resource for our development as a system-as-a-whole 
is Ray Haddock’s in-depth look at the construct of isomorphy, 
a crucial building block of our theory. Since SCT is a theory-
based method it is essential to continue to explore and 
integrate theory and its application. Also check out Rowena 
Davis’s article, using theory to reflect on the driving and 
restraining forces of a non-SCT event. Connecting TLHS to life!

If you have a spark of an idea or have had an experience you 
would like to share send a piece to the Members Forum – 
Anybody Else. Keep the interchanges going! Another channel 
is through the E-News – submit information about SCT-related 
presentations, publications or member news. Also, as you 
peruse the Organizational Updates remember that another 
way to contribute to the experiment that is SCTRI is to join 
an Action Group – the groups that put SCT to work to run the 
organization.

Whatever you take away from this Newsletter, we hope you 
find something of interest or to challenge you. Let us know.

.

From the Editor
Claudia Byram
claudiabyram@gmail.com

E-News

Check your inbox for the E-news for 
Upcoming Trainings, Member News and 

Organizational Updates.
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Usually when I write this “From the Director” piece I make 
it relevant to issues relating to developments in SCTRI. This 
time I don’t have a “state of the nation” address in me, but I do 
have something else. So what follows is from the Director, but 
not with the lens of system updates. Instead I want to look at 
something fundamental to any hope for development - the act 
of listening. 

As Director, an important part of my role is to listen - as it is for 
all of us if we want to take up any functional role. The trouble 
is, I really am not keen on listening. If I listen, I might have to 
allow in things I don’t like the sound of, or things I don’t agree 
with, and that’s like an irritant, something that scratches at 
some irritable zone in my psyche. Much better to not let that 
stuff in, and keep my system calm, quiescent. 

I also am aware of another subgroup in me - one that is aware 
of the value of listening - and it is much easier to live in the first 
subgroup than it is the second. If I want to live in the second 
subgroup, I have to change something – in me or my context 
– to open my boundary and hold myself to the discipline of 
listening.

In 1971 a young man called John Francis saw two oil tankers 
crash into each other and spill a half million gallons of oil into 
the San Francisco Bay. In reaction to this he gave up travelling 
in any motorised vehicles. When asked why he was doing this 
he would answer that he was walking for the environment. 
His friends would generally respond with “No, you’re doing 
it to make us look or feel bad.” He found he was arguing all 
the time and getting nowhere. In these arguments he was not 
listening, he was just reloading, and of course the same was 
true for his antagonists.

On his 27th birthday he decided to stop talking. He was tired 
of arguing so he thought he’d give himself a break from it – 
for a day. The break then went on for 17 years. In that time, 
he discovered how to listen, and realized that as he learned 
how to listen, he was learning things from others. For him, 
listening to each other came out of silence. He also realized 
that we are the environment – how we treat each other equals 
how we treat the environment. In our terms, isomorphy.

I was struck by the similarities with our functional subgrouping 
approach; in order to develop through the integration of 
differences (learning) I first have to learn to listen. Even when 
I don’t want to. Especially when I don’t want to. Particularly 
when I know I’m right.

Another angle on this comes from a very different source. In 
the ancient Greek art of discourse known as Rhetoric, there 
was a practice known as Dissoi Logoi, in which opposing sides 
of an argument were advocated. The essential aspect of this 
practice was the fact that both opposing arguments could be 
expressed by a single speaker - the student of rhetoric would 
lay out one side of an argument and then proceed to develop 
the other side.

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

This practice was taken up and developed, surprisingly, by 
Wilbur and Orville Wright. When they were designing the first 
powered airplane, they would often debate issues of design 
– and of course it was important that they got these designs 
right. Rather than just belabour each other with their opinions 
– and brothers are often very good at that – in the middle of 
an argument they would switch sides, and each would then 
try to argue from his brother’s point of view. In this way they 
would achieve an integration which would be made possible 
by separating from simple ownership of a point of view and 
developing the capacity to take a different stance. They found 
that the stronger concepts would tend to emerge from the 
process, as the flaws in the weaker ideas would be exposed 
and eroded. So, the design ended up more robust through this 
process of discrimination and integration. 

(Of course, this success led to the era of powered flight, and 
then into the era of mass air travel, and we now need a way for 
the different points of view on the impact of air travel to be able 
to listen to each other. So far, so not good.)

What strikes me from the two stories above is how the act of 
listening has to be self-enforced. John Francis forced himself 
to listen by stopping talking; as one boundary closed so 
another opened. The Wright brothers used Dissoi Logoi to 
force themselves to listen to the other side of the argument, to 
interrupt the “yes-but” pattern that dominates how differences 
are so often typically managed. Functional subgrouping has 
the same goal and some similarities in how it gets us to listen, 
and some differences. Functional subgrouping invites us to 
separate differences, to listen, to reflect, to check that what I 
think I heard is what you actually said, before building with a 
similarity. In SCT we develop the capacity to notice when our 
boundaries close, and even get curious about what it was that 
we closed to. The underlying restraining force that all three 
examples relate to is that we don’t like listening when the 
listening involves opening our boundaries to differences – but 
without the capacity to listen we end up talking to ourselves.

.
Contribute to your Newsletter!

Short thoughts, observations, experiences related to SCT 
Send to Perri Franskoviak at pfranskoviak@gmail.com

SCT publications, workshops you have led,  
other member news  

Send to Verena Murphy @ vmch99@hotmail.com

Longer pieces about theory, research or application of SCT 
Send to Ray Haddock at rayhad@doctors.org.uk

Looking forward to hearing from you! 
The Newsletter Group
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Emerging Theory: Through Survival to Development 
and Transformation
Ray Haddock
rayhad@doctors.org.uk

Introduction
In this article we will take a tour around the construct of 
isomorphy.  Isomorphy is one of the fundamental concepts 
in A Theory of Living Human Systems developed by Yvonne 
Agazarian, and for me, one of the most intriguing. At times 
it seems so hard to grasp both theoretically and practically 
and other times really helps us to make hypotheses based on 
apprehensive experiences; hypotheses which then pave the 
way for data collection. 

The idea to explore isomorphy in more depth came while in 
Tbilisi, Georgia (Between Russia and Armenia).  I was very 
aware that this region is where Agazarian’s family originated, 
so I was curious about the impact and what I might see of this 
region that was completely new to me. 

Most of the time I was in a meeting and over a few days I noticed 
a melancholy emerging at an apprehensive level.  After ticking 
off my known survival roles related to being in a strange place 
and reactions to the meeting, my apprehensive experience 
still did not make sense. This fueled my curiosity to observe 
my context more closely. To go into detail would be another 
essay so I will present a summary of some of what I noticed.  
Particularly, on reflection, I experienced contradictions. The 
young were lively, energetic and very related to each other, 
the older generation were (my projections or perceptions) 
distant, deeply sad or despairing, and some never quite 
behind their eyes.  Clearly there was significant poverty in 
contrast to evidence of a very opulent past with monumental 
buildings, many in a state of disrepair.  Then there were 
modern buildings to compare with any in the world and others 
that clearly started out as such buildings but not finished. I 
felt safe walking around and yet in many places there were 
groups of usually 2 or 3 young men who stood around in a “not 
quite uniform,” seemingly acting as some kind of “security,” 
only engaging with each other and triggering in me a slight 
experience of menace. (Fitting my stereotype perspective 
of “police states” though I never saw them do anything.) The 
city was vibrant and very busy, yet away from the main roads 
there was a melancholy, quiet, old decay. I walked through a 
beautiful urban park; there were dead trees: drought, climate 
change or some thing else?  In this park I came across the 
remains of some obviously great concrete edifice jutting out of 
the ground, telling of some kind of brutal past that was either 
intended to be destroyed or hidden.  This took me to the little I 
knew of Georgia’s past.  Until quite recently part of or occupied 
by the Soviet Union and still a country with a split, with one 
part apparently seeking accession from Georgia to join Russia. 

These apprehensive experiences, observations and 
comprehensive knowledge connect and resonate with each 
other and are a pointer towards the possibility of isomorphic 
resonance of the past in the present and in my feelings 
as I experienced the place.  By not taking my feeling just 
personally, I could think about the isomorphy in the system 
development of past to present, in the people I met and in my 
own person system. We are all person systems in the context 
of the system as a whole, both part of it and resonating with 
it.  This perspective enables curiosity and forming hypotheses 
that can be tested and explored with data, which would 
inform what might be functional in the present to be explored 
to reduce restraining forces to survival, development and 
transformation.

Both Agazarian and Bertalanffy saw isomorphy as fundamental 
to their systemic theories and theories’ potential usefulness 
across system hierarchies. I was curious to go deeper into 
the concept of isomorphy to explore some of the theoretical 
background of its path to where we are now. I am also curious 
if my curiosity is isomorphic to our larger system!

Agazarian states her theory as: 

A Theory of Living Human Systems defines a hierarchy 
of isomorphic systems that are energy- organizing, self- 
correcting, and goal- directed.

Agazarian considers the principle of isomorphy as fundamental 
in developing A Theory of Living Human Systems and SCT, as 
it is through isomorphy that we can understand the hierarchy 
of related systems. (Agazarian and Gantt, 2000, pp221-2)

Von Bertalanffy: the Grandfather of 
Isomorphy
The origin of the concept of isomorphy in relation to systems 
is credited to Ludwig Von Bertalanffy (1969, p33) who used the 
term “isomorphism” as follows:

“A consequence of the existence of general system properties 
is the appearance of structural similarities or isomorphisms 
in different fields.”

Von Bertalanffy’s definition proposes a general systems theory 
that is applicable to all scientific fields (and possibly beyond). 
His hope was that by recognizing the similarities across 
different disciplines scientists would be able to apply what 
was discovered in one field of science to another. Throughout 
his book (1969, which is a collection of his papers spanning 
approximately 30 years) he provides a number of examples of 
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isomorphism to explicate his meaning and as evidence. Such 
as:

“…an exponential law of growth that applies to certain bacterial 
cells applies also to populations of bacteria, animals or humans 
and to progress in scientific research…” (Bertalanffy.1969, p33)

His argument is that there are general principles that apply 
across different systems and these are properties of “system” 
rather than the particular entity.  So that “exponential growth 
is a general property of different (living) systems, though 
what is growing exponentially and the conditions required 
may be different. Thus, if we derive a principle of a system 
in one context this will apply to other related systems; or by 
applying a general principle discovered in one system to a new 
system we should be able to predict the relevant properties or 
behaviors of that system. 

As one of Bertalanffy’s goals was to find a unifying theory 
across science, he also goes on to give examples of principles 
that apply across physical (closed boundaried) and living 
(open boundaried) systems.  So for example, one can see 
that the concept of boundary is a property that is isomorphic 
across both types of system. A boundary discriminates inside 
from outside and organizes energy in some way according 
to principles that in both types of system have the goal of 
preserving the structure and separating energy inside from 
outside.  

In a living system maintaining a boundary requires energy. As 
an aside, one thing that he notes about living (open) systems is 
that unlike many non-living systems they are more than simply 
homeostatic reflex feedback systems- they also appear to have 
a drive (goal). To put this another way, they have energy in 
excess of the requirements of homeostasis and survival. 

A Theory of Living Human Systems
Agazarian built on the principle of isomorphism by integrating 
it with Kurt Lewin’s Field Theory (All human behavior is 
goal directed) to extrapolate that what could be applied to 
an individual could also apply to a group and that both are 
different levels of the same hierarchy of systems. (Agazarian 
and Peters 1981, Agazarian and Gantt, 2000 pp104-6, 110) 
Therefore, as Agazarian states, what is observable at one level 
will always tell us about the structure and function at the 
other. The “drive” that Bertalanffy noted relates to the primary 
goal of survival, development and transformation. This goal 
will be implicit in all living human systems (isomorphy); what 
it looks like will depend on the context of the current system 
including its goal in context and its own phase of development, 
both primary (survival, development and transformation) and 
secondary (flight, fight, intimacy, work).

In several of her writings, Agazarian has operationally defined 
her use of “isomorphy” in A Theory of Living Human Systems:

• Similarities in structure and function of systems in the 
same hierarchy. (Agazarian, 1997, p304. Agazarian and 
Gantt, 2000, pp241-2)

• Equivalence of Structure and Function. What is learned 
about the structure or function of any one system 
generalizes to every other system in the hierarchy. 
(Agazarian, 2006)

• All systems in the hierarchy of living human systems 
are isomorphic in that they are similar in structure 
and function and are different in different contexts. 
(Agazarian, 1997, p23). Agazarian in the development 
of this concept also uses a number of diagrammatic 
representations (See Agazarian and Peters, 1981, pp 41, 
44 & 62) 

Implications of Isomorphy: Playing with 
Russian Dolls
Agazarian also uses nesting Russian dolls as a pictorial 
and physical representation of the concept of isomorphy. 
(Agazarian and Gantt, 2000, p241) To help us understand this 
further we can consider how a hierarchy of Russian Dolls 
relate to each other and the impact of any changes in the 
relationship. 

If we consider the hierarchy of the Russian dolls (Illustration 
1) then we can focus our attention on shape, size or function.

If we observe shape we can describe the structure of any 
doll in the same way. However, without a context we have 
no reference point and therefore we cannot describe any 
specific relationship the dolls might have with each other.  
By describing the structure we can hypothesize a function 
for each doll – to nest or be nested, to hold or be held.  Here, 
theoretically, we have similarity of structure and function. 

Once we describe the relationship by size-- “this doll is bigger 
than that one”-- we are defining the context, which enables 
us to describe the hierarchical relationship: which doll is to 
nest and which to be nested. Given there are a number of dolls 
in the same hierarchy each may have both functions. BUT 
depending on the context the function will be different. So if 
the context is a larger doll, the smaller doll’s function is to be 
nested, and if it is the context for a smaller doll its function is 
to nest.  The function is different with a different context.

Once we have size then we can contextualize each doll as 
bigger or smaller, i.e. different; and the difference relative 
to each other will limit the function.  Such that a larger doll 
can nest a smaller, doll and is the context for it but cannot be 
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nested by the smaller doll as it is in a different context.

We can then consider how any change, for example in structure, 
impacts the whole hierarchy of systems.  If we imagine that 
one of the dolls has been incorrectly carved and so has a 
bigger head than will fit the context provided by the larger doll 
then it can no longer be nested.  Similarly if it had a smaller 
head than the doll for which it is the context, it can no longer 
perform its function of nesting.  The only way to resolve this is 
for the whole hierarchy to change or for the individual doll to 
get reshaped to fit.  

By now you may see how this links to the SCT concept of 
functional and survival roles and how our role outputs are 
signals to the context as to how either we fit (are similar to) 
the system context or are different from the context.  When 
different from the context there will be an attempt to induce 
the context to change to fit the difference. The reality is that 
the context is always greater than the individual, and so 
instead of changing the context to suit the individual’s needs, 
the individual is likely to be induced into roles that are or may 
be restraining for the development of the individual’s person 
system but are driving for the context. That is, to have the 
individual conform to the norms of the system hierarchy, a 
process we know as system correction, i.e. a system will exert 
driving forces for an individual to conform to its norms and 
restraining forces to an individual to act outside the norms.  
Who we are, the roles we can take, has far more to do with the 
environment we are in than our own apparent choices.  Given 
the impact of the environment, how does an individual who 
doesn’t “fit” avoid being extruded so that the information in 
the difference they hold can get across the boundaries of the 
larger system? 

SCT: Putting Isomorphy to Work
In SCT, functional subgrouping is the way we build an 
intermediate structure, a subgroup, which has sufficient 
plasticity to enable individuals to be nested within it while the 
subgroup has sufficient plasticity to remain part of the group-
as-a–whole.  While not the subject of this paper one might 
also make the connection here to the isomorphy with the 
emerging evidence of brain plasticity, which by extrapolation 
links humans as a living system to any other organism that 
has the capacity to build new adaptive connections in the 
neurobiological system.

I now want to link this to an oft heard quote in a systems-
centered context. “You are a voice for the group.”

Consider our hierarchy of three circles (diagram1). The person 
system contains all its own potential to relate to the system-as-
a-whole, as well as constantly taking in information from the 
environment and processing it through the neurobiological 
system.  We have no choice but to respond to the context and 
the processing of the neurobiological system results in the 
person reacting with a role output in that context.  

When one communicates and no one responds with some kind 

of attunement or recognition, at that moment one finds oneself 
as a lone voice in the group with the system-as-a whole as the 
only context for the person system.  At this point there is a fork 
in the road at the person system level, one is to personalize 
one’s output in some way and go into a closed boundaried 
person system survival role. The other is to understand that 
even a lone voice can be a subgroup, then the person system 
can contain the difference as a subgroup rather than just 
an individual and the boundaries remain open. When one 
personalizes, the emphasis is on the difference—and hence 
outside or in contrast to the larger context, while if one 
conceptualizes one’s lone voice as a subgroup, then the person, 
despite holding the difference, is still a legitimate part of the 
hierarchy of the group, thereby helping to keep the boundaries 
open. 

Whatever the output, it has to relate to the context and so 
is unavoidably a voice for an aspect of the information and 
dynamic in that system.  It is inevitable then that all of us will 
take up a position, a role, in relation to any system context, 
even if this is to close our boundary to input from the context.  
It is important to remember that in living human systems 
closing a boundary is an active and energy requiring process 
that has to be maintained. So keeping a boundary closed, in 
whatever way this looks, is still a response and a signal to 
the system-as-a whole context. A living human system never 
exists outside the system-as-a-whole. We always have the 
hierarchy, person, role and system-as-a-whole. 

What Agazarian discovered is that, instead of splitting off and 
ejecting a difference, as if it were not nested within the larger 
system, if we deliberately create a “functional subgroup” we 
are acknowledging that the difference is part of the larger 
system, albeit with information that is too different from the 
current norms.  

By creating a functional subgroup, the larger system does 
differentiate boundaries between the system-as-a-whole and 
the subgroup, but with the goal of discriminating rather than 
splitting and closing the boundary to the difference. This 
provides the members of the subgroup space to explore their 
difference with the larger system within an environment of 
similarity rather than “storming the barricades” of the larger 
system’s closed boundaries.  By creating this intermediate 
system, the group as a whole acts as a containing system instead 
of closing its boundaries and splitting (e.g. scapegoating). 
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At the same time, the person does not have to close their 
boundary to the context of the similar subgroup. So each level 
of the system has an open boundary, i.e. there is isomorphy. 

As the subgroup develops the capacity to open its boundaries 
and to integrate just noticeable differences, so too does the 
system as a whole, and the information within the difference 
that was originally held in the individual is now integrated 
into the larger system as a “voice” for the group that was 
originally held only in the individual. It is important to 
note that at a theoretical level this does not tell us anything 
about the value of the information, only that the process of 
functional subgrouping maintains stability at all system levels 
(isomorphy again) and allows information to be contained, 
integrated and available as energy to progress towards the 
goal of the group.  

A Bigger Picture
One example of what isomorphy looks like in reality: it is 
not hard for any of us to see what is currently happening 
in the world in international, national and intercommunity 
contexts. While it is, of course, an oversimplification, one 
of the prominent dynamics of the world’s systems is to 
close boundaries, splitting and keeping the other (threat) 
out. Once this happens effective communication between 
systems becomes very difficult or not possible. There are 
numerous examples from macro to micro: Between nations, 
trade wars, religious and ethnic divides and hostility, wars 
over territory, building walls, “Brexit”, in the US Congress, the 
British Parliament and even in my own family where we have 
an agreement not to discuss Brexit in some family meetings. 
Often the consequences of this closing the boundary and 
stereotyping (demonizing) the other are tragic and entropic 
and yet it is such a clear and powerful human dynamic, 
isomorphic across the world and, so far, across time, as if it is 
what we need to do to survive. (Which perhaps was functional 
at some point in early evolution).

We also saw this dynamic at the recent annual SCTRI 
Conference. Members communicated from closed boundaried 
survival roles and the impact was that other members and 
subgroups reacted with closed boundaried roles (for example, 
stereotyping or survival level fear or anger). There was a 
pull for the system-as-a-whole to set rigid boundaries and 
pressure on leaders to do this. The cost of this was losing 
system curiosity and the capacity to containing and explore 
the energy.  This type of reaction vectors the system towards 
boundaries becoming less and less permeable at the inner-
person, inter-person and system-as-a-whole levels.  

It is also important to recognize there is always another 
subgroup, present all the time but emerging more strongly 
as a correction when there is a more extreme or dramatic 
output from closed boundaried systems. For example, over 6 
million people signed a petition asking the UK parliament to 
cancel Brexit and thousands come out on to the streets after 
an atrocity. There are many other examples of groups and 

movements and politicians working to keep boundaries open 
and functional information exchange alive.

The Payoff
The benefit of thinking isomorphy is that by paying attention 
to and staying curious about the here-and-now dynamic 
of a tendency to split and close boundaries, we can form 
hypotheses about the dynamic at other levels of the system. 
By recognizing that the dynamic is part of, rather than outside 
of or foreign to our larger system, we have the chance and 
the responsibility to consider how to adapt and respond 
functionally.  Our challenge is to remain curious, to explore 
when closing boundaries is functional for the health of a 
system, and to consider how we support the closing rather than 
reacting against it. The ultimate theoretical goal is to support 
survival, development and transformation. The challenge of 
isomorphy is to remember that we are all “puppets on the 
string” of the group dynamic and then building a structure 
and using processes that create enough space and containment 
for something different to emerge.  The SCT hypothesis that 
we are continuously testing is that functional subgrouping 
enables this.  Thus testing the isomorphic hypothesis that: “In 
a [therapy] group or system, influencing the dynamics of any 
one system influences all”. (Agazarian and Gantt, 2000 p242). 

Happy subgrouping.

Comments and questions are welcome and please feel free to 
send these to the Members Forum Section of the Newsletter. 
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SCT Conference 2019:  
Learnings from our Large Group
Susan Gantt  
sgantt@systemscentered.com

We know from our theory that for all living human systems, 
boundaries are essential to organize energy so that the energy 
can be discriminated and integrated in the service of the goal 
of survival, development and transformation.  How we put 
this theory into practice links to our methods and our norms.  
We are just like all other living human systems in the human 
dynamics that emerge as we relate to our conflicts in response 
to differences that arise in the phases of system development: 
flight, fight, roles and role locks, the authority issue, intimacy 
and work.  We are different than many systems in that we use 
different methods to work with these human conflicts and 
different norms to guide our behavior. The ongoing question 
for us in SCT is: does applying our theory enable us to relate 
differently to universal human conflicts and dynamics?  

In our recent conference large group, we discovered that 
our group energy needed more containment; as a group we 
had not yet developed enough containment to organize the 
group’s energy in a way that the energy and its information 
could be explored with curiosity.  This discovery led to the 
leaders suggesting that the group experiment with a system 
correction that supported greater containment: by sitting 
when speaking rather than standing.  The group cooperated 
with the experiment. This closed the boundary to standing, 
in the service of the goal of increasing group containment. 
The group then explored the driving and restraining forces 
to sitting when speaking and noted the greater containment 
even while missing seeing others more easily when standing. 
The group also made a correction when the subgroup holding 
disgust and anger went faster than the group was ready for 
or had developed the containment and norms to support: the 
anxious and fearful subgroup came in, supporting reality 
testing and helping regulate the pace of the group.  

Finally, and maybe most important of all, the GAW in its last 
session discovered how many members were gossiping (taking 
energy that at that time was not contained in the large group 
into the wider context) about the large group challenges rather 
than bringing the information and energy in the gossip into 
the group for work. We were as a system caught like puppets 
on a string; we were enacting our flight and fight dynamics 
rather than bringing them in  to explore.  This emerged as 
the group worked some of its authority issue with the leaders 
and then began to weaken the restraining forces to taking 
authority as members to hold the norms of SCT (no gossip) 
and the boundaries of the large group, essential for group 
containment without which the group was fueled into survivor 
roles.  As we did this work, the group was then able to take its 

authority to hold the norm of sitting as most supportive for the 
group’s work and to hold all group attendees accountable to 
the group’s norm and boundaries.  The group was also able to 
discriminate between asking for a consult outside the group to 
support taking one’s role in context and gossiping as flight and 
a discharge of group energy.  

Out of this work came the heartfelt recognition and reminder 
that all SCT has to distinguish itself from the very difficult 
enactment of dynamics alive in our world today is to hold its 
boundaries and norms.  It is within appropriately permeable 
boundaries that we can function to explore the often difficult 
dynamics that emerge in all living human systems. As we do 
this we are in the service of the goal of survival, development 
and transformation by discriminating and integrating 
differences.  This is the ongoing work of our large group and 
maybe as we continue to learn to do this, it may help all of us 
in small ways in learning how to bring our differences into the 
world and use our theory to guide us in how we relate to others 
differences. .

SCTRI is pleased to welcome
Fran Carter  

and Annie MacIver 
as Co-Directors of the new

Yvonne Agazarian Training  
and Resource Center  

of the 
Systems-Centered Training  

and Research Institute
The SCT Center is located in Philadelphia, PA and has 
been established as a place for SCT events, members 

use, a library and home for the SCT archives.

If you are curious about the Center or would like to 
arrange a visit, please don’t hesitate to contact either 

Co-Director 
Fran Carter (carter2229@aol.com)  

or Annie MacIver (annie.maciver@icloud.com) 
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Abstract
This article applies Systems-Centered Theory to make sense 
of my satisfying experience of being facilitated at a writer’s 
workshop on ‘Sharing Experience of Facilitation Through 
Writing’ in October 2017. 

Keywords
Facilitation, Systems-Centered Training, Roles, Phases of 
System Development

Introduction
The context for this article was an AMED (Association for 
Management and Educational Development) Writer’s Group 
entitled ‘Sharing experience of facilitation through writing’. 
In this context, facilitation meant holding the structure for 
the meeting in terms of time boundaries and the content, 
organising the energy by offering input and asking questions, 
and monitoring the communication climate. So similar to 
a Theory of Living Human Systems’ Structure, Energy and 
Function. 

I was surprised by what emerged for me from the workshop 
and was energized to write this piece. I have adapted it for the 
Newsletter. Writing it has confirmed my sense that a Theory of 
Living Human Systems is a meta- or high-level theory that can 
encompass other theories and that Systems-centered methods, 
techniques and instruments for data collection are applicable 
in any context.   

What Did the Facilitator and the Group do 
to Make it a Satisfying Experience?
I was attracted by the workshop description which promised 
an open exploration and, at the same time, a structured 
process, and by the open smile in the facilitator’s photo on the 
website.  

Building on the Appreciative Inquiry principle that “the 
questions we ask are fateful,” in my experience, the way the 
facilitator starts the group is “fateful” in the sense that it has 
an impact on how the group develops. 

In this case, the facilitator started the session by welcoming 
us and outlining his interest in facilitation and in using a 
“collaborative research approach, informed by autoethnographic 
principles” for the session. He defined autoethnography as “a 

research methodology that offers a way of giving voice to personal 
experience … for the purpose of extending understanding.” 
(Wall, 2006). 

As the facilitator spoke he smiled and I felt his presence as 
he made solid eye contact with us (a resonant similarity with 
the inner-person curious response I had on seeing his photo 
in the workshop description). I experienced his manner as 
open, curious and focused on the group and the work. I found 
his outline for the session engaging and observed he listened 
attentively and reflected/picked up on participants’ responses. 
I felt relaxed and curious. 

He invited us to share as a whole group our interest in the 
session. The group comprised nine members, all interested in 
or active as facilitators and writers. The facilitator’s invitation 
to go around the group, “not necessarily in order” resonated 
with me. I often find when we go around in order of seating 
that I am rehearsing in my head what I am going to say, rather 
than listening to others. My preference is speaking when I have 
energy to do so or when I resonate with the previous speaker, 
as we do when using functional subgrouping. The hypothesis 
behind this criterion is that it is driving for coming into one’s 
Inter-Person explorer rather than staying in one’s Inner-Person 
Survivor.

Sharing our interest in the session gave us a sense of both who 
we were and our here-and-now energy for the topic, including 
the facilitator’s. As far as I remember, it meant we did not have 
long stories about what we do in life - another plus in my book 
as I find long inputs generally “noisy” and de-energizing. My 
boundaries close and I feel a pull to retreat into a survival role. 

The facilitator suggested a number of questions we might 
explore, including, “How does it feel to be facilitated?” He 
asked us to pair up, write individually and share with our 
partner what we had written and, finally, to share what we had 
discovered as a whole group. 

I experienced that the facilitator structured us with a light 
touch. It was enough to get us going and meant we were able 
to explore the topic of the meeting, rather than using time or 
energy to organize ourselves. As a participant, I felt open, 
curious and contained. I recognize that the facilitator was 
enacting one of the guiding principles I use when I am in the 
facilitator or coach role, informed by my Systems-Centered 
Training (Gantt & Agazarian 2005): holding the structure in an 
attuned way and letting the content emerge through the client 
or participant. 

 A version of this article first appeared in e-O&P Vol 25, No 1, Spring 2018, and is reproduced by kind permission of AMED www.amed.org.uk

Experiencing Facilitation as a Group Member 
Through an SCT Lens
Rowena Davis 
rdavis@rdaconsulting.net
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As I recall the facilitator’s smile and calm, welcoming manner, 
I am reminded of the power of our nervous systems on each 
other. As Bentzen and Hart (2015:11) state: “The human nervous 
system is emotionally affected by someone else’s behavior, which 
is the basis for empathy.” Importantly, as Siegel (2007) points 
out, our non-verbal behaviors impact and mirror each other’s 
and through “mirror neurons” we mirror others’ actions in our 
behaviors. So, from this perspective, the facilitator’s manner 
affected the group and helped co-create the conditions for us 
to work together in a way I and others found satisfying.

What emerged from this?
In answer to the question, “How does it feel to be facilitated?” 
I wrote the following. “It requires me to follow the leader or 
facilitator and, at the same time, to hang on to what I have and 
to my experience.” 

In this state, my boundaries – physical and psychological 
– are open to me and to the outside world.  There is a flow 
of information and energy (both cognitive and emotional) 
within myself and between me, the facilitator and the wider 
group that may allow for something new to emerge. I know 
and do not know at the same time. I am open to exploring. 
Several approaches, including systems-centered Training and 
Complex Responsive Processes (Stacey and Mowles 2016), 
frame this as being at the edge of the unknown as we co-create 
our experiences together, and where, according to Agazarian 
(1997: 302), accessing our curiosity makes the difference 
between experiencing this with dread/anxiety or excitement. 
We need trust (defined as “tested expectations” by Agazarian 
2007: 309) in order to stay open and curious at this edge, 
rather than closed off and defensive. The diagram below 
builds on one Stacey developed in 1996 and integrates the 
Systems-Centered notion of our being curious at the edge of 
the unknown. 

How do we know when we are open and curious or when we 
have shut off to the outside world? In my writing during the 

meeting, I noted: 

“My internal conversation is either engaged, just following 
the work and contributing, suspending judgement, noticing 
what’s happening, who’s talking, who’s not, curious about 
the thread we’re following, or it’s critical. I might have a 
‘Huh? Why didn’t s/he intervene; Why did they say that!’ 
and have an impulse to interrupt or Yes-But the person 
speaking with my different point of view.” I see this now 
as the fork-in-the-road between the Survival role and the 
Curious Explorer in the Inner-Person.

How do I get myself back on track (if I want to return to being 
open and curious as a member of the group)? I continued in 
my writing with:

“If I think about the wider group (not just me), I can get 
curious and start to bring in what I have as a question 
or a difference. This process requires participating and 
observing at the same time, being curious and open 
to others, suspending my disbelief, being aware of my 
emotions and bodily experiences as sources of potentially 
useful information. I can feel de-skilled if I compare myself 
unfavorably to the facilitator, or superior if I’m critical of 
them, or I can be appreciative of being free to be just a 
member and enjoy the facilitator taking care of the group 
dynamic and structure. I see the dynamics of dependency 
and authority, of compliance and defiance are part and 
parcel of being facilitated. Feels good to notice this now 
and see it’s a dance between member and facilitator, and 
members and members and the facilitator.”

I can deduce where I or others are coming from by what I am 
saying – to myself or out-loud. If I hear myself paraphrasing 
the facilitator, asking questions or bringing in my difference 
openly and with a neutral tone, answering their questions, 
agreeing with or building on what they have said, making 
proposals to address something I think is missing or to 
problem-solve something someone has raised, then I am 
helping to build the group and contributing to the work from 
an Inter-Person member role. If, on the other hand, I hear 
myself bringing in my differences indirectly with a yes-but, 
interrupting or dismissing something the facilitator has said, 
I know I am competing from an inner-person Survivor role. 
(These verbal behaviors are mapped on the SAVI® – System 
for Analyzing Verbal Interaction – Grid as either supporting 
or getting in the way of communicating information clearly.)  
Curiously, one of the workshop participants quoted at the end 
of the afternoon Weick’s (1995) question: “How can I know what 
I think until I see what I say?” 

How do I make sense of taking up my 
participant role? 
As I write this, I also see that I have integrated Agazarian’s Roles 
in Our Person-as-a-System map reproduced below. This map has 
elements similar to role theory in sociology, e.g. Mead, Merton, 
Talcott Parsons, Dahrendorf, Linton, and social psychology, 
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e.g. family systems theory (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Role_theory). (Which Agazarian acknowledged influenced her 
development of the map –personal communication) Agazarian 
posits that we are always in a role – either a present adaptive 
inter-person member role, in which we relate to the goals of 
the current context with our here-and-now resources, or a past 
adaptive inner-person survivor role, in which we relate to the 
present as if it were the past and close our boundaries to any 
information that tells us otherwise, in order to keep ourselves 
stable. Our reptilian brain kicks in automatically as soon as 
we detect a real or imagined threat to our life force energy. A 
disapproving glance, a blank face, a sharp or attacking tone, a 
dismissive comment, persistent questioning can all be triggers 
into our past adaptive survivor systems.  When this happens, 
we retreat into a Survivor role that we learned, usually in our 
families of origin, as a way to get more of what we needed to 
survive and to protect ourselves and our core life force energy. 
The upside of this is it keeps us stable. The downside is it 
stops us taking in new information and cuts us off from our 
adult here-and-now resources.  We cannot help this; and we 
can become more aware of it and make more mindful choices 
if we can engage our pre-frontal cortex or neo-mammalian 
thinking/mentalizing brain (Bentzen & Hart 2015:31) to collect 
data about what is happening.

Agazarian posits that mobilizing one’s exploratory drive 
and getting curious about what is happening in the here-
and-now and in the wider system-as-a-whole (group, team, 
organization) is the route through the survivor barrier to allow 
information and energy in and to taking up one’s Inter-Person 
role in the present (e.g. member of a group). Once we are able 
to muster our curiosity and observe what’s going on outside 
of us, we can take up our Inter-Person roles and from there 
potentially influence the norms of the wider system, as the 
following image illustrates. 

 

 

How does the wider system influence 
how we take up our roles and how we 
influence the wider system?
According to the systems-centered model, in common with 
other phase models (e.g. Bennis & Shepard 1956, Tuckman 
1965, 1997 and Wheelan 2005), how one contributes to a group 
is influenced by the group’s phase of development. Agazarian’s 
major contribution to the notion of phases of development 
(Gantt & Agazarian 2007) is to have posited that each phase 
has a predictable pattern of communication – which will either 
be driving or restraining toward the developmental goal of 
each phase. The phases force-field below is adapted from Gantt 
and Agazarian 2006 with an emphasis on the communication 
patterns in organizational contexts.   

The different phases elicit different survivor roles. In flight, 
“Anxious and Don’t Rock the Boat” survivor roles tend to 
show up; in fight defiant and compliant ones; in cooperation, 
alienated or enchanted ones; and in work, “My Way” or “Only 
Thinking” or “Only Feeling” ones.

In the early stages of one academic group I was part of before 
discovering SCT, a subgroup of us held a strong impulse to flee 
when we experienced the facilitator as provoking the group 
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with confrontational statements designed to get us to explore 
feelings faster than we (and we can hypothesize the group-as-
whole) could manage and not lose the boundaries of our task.  
This induced the subgroup’s mistrust in him and the group. 
There was another subgroup that liked his methods, had “a 
bring it on” reaction, and wanted to dive into feelings. 

Later in the same group, I and others fought with this facilitator 
and with those who liked his methods; we openly criticized his 
way of managing the group. Others blamed us for being the 
‘problem’. We thus enacted the impulse to scapegoat and get 
rid of differences which is always just below the surface in the 
fight phase of system development.

As we developed more compassion and empathy for each other 
and integrated the ‘thinking /feeling’ split in the group, we 
found a modus vivendi, which allowed us mostly to use both 
our thinking and feelings to solve problems.  This enabled us 
to build more trust and to use our here-and-now Inter-Person 
resources toward the learning goal of the group. 

I learned a great deal from being facilitated in this academic 
context – both about my own Flight-Fight phase-related role 
reactions to being pushed more quickly than I felt comfortable 
with and about the impact of the group dynamic on each of us 
as members.  

While I was trying to make sense of the chaos, I felt in the 
fight phase, someone suggested I go to a weekend workshop 
Agazarian was running, as her approach was “good at 
working with conflict.”  I loved the systems-centered method 
of functional subgrouping. This stems from the systems-
centered theory statement (Agazarian, 1997) that living human 
systems survive, develop and transform through the process 
of discriminating and integrating differences, differences 
in the apparently similar and similarities in the apparently 
different. Functional subgrouping requires us to explore our 
experience in subgroups of similarity rather than talk only to 
the differences. It posits that in a climate of similarity we are 
more likely to be open to information and energy and to be 
able to take up our Inter-Person member roles. This matches 
my experience and that of others trained in this method (“The 
Edge of the Unknown”).

An example of how it works is if, as in my academic setting, 
one subgroup experiences the facilitation style as helpful and 
another finds it unhelpful, each will explore its experiences 
separately while the other listens silently. The facilitator will 
frame these as just two subgroups, holding potentially useful 
information for the group and for them as facilitator. The 
facilitator’s role is, hopefully, not take either side just personally 
(for a video illustrating the process https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=3A_ZsQgmbAM). The act of paraphrasing someone 
else in functional subgrouping requires us to focus on the 
other and to take them in in a way that potentially changes 
us.  As Dalal (1998: 223) states, listening is a powerful and 
potentially transformative process. 

Back to “Being Facilitated”
Returning to the AMED workshop, I experienced us mainly 
in collaboration, able to integrate differences quite easily. 
The facilitator’s gentle structuring and focus guided us from 
our initial Flight, where we were a little tentative and unclear 
about what we were doing, to getting on with our task. 
Interestingly, I had forgotten until the facilitator reminded 
me when he read an earlier draft of this article, that when he 
“visited” my partner and me working in a pair, I said this had 
taken me away from the flow of our pair work.  He left us to 
continue working. I see this as an example of my fight energy 
toward the leader where, in my participant role, I took up my 
authority to influence the leader and the leader responded 
without taking it just personally. 

My hypothesis is the facilitator’s clear and open manner 
elicited very little resistance or inner-person survival reactivity 
and instead invited us to engage with our curiosity with 
ourselves and others. It is also likely that the fact that the 
writers group has a history of working together productively 
and that most participants had some experience of each other 
meant we could work more easily together. 

Conclusion 
At the heart of facilitation and being facilitated is the potential 
for change. When there is trust and the energy and the 
conversation is open enough for differences to come in and 
be explored and integrated, our inner-person boundaries can 
open.  We are able to take in new information from others and 
discover new information in ourselves. We can take up our 
here-and-now member roles and influence the groups, teams, 
organizations or other living human systems we are part of, so 
they become more of the ones we want to live in.
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The test of a theory is if it allows us to see something different 
from what we would otherwise see and if that difference 
allows us to do something useful. When we look at leavings 
through the lens of theory, we have a map that can guide the 
separation journey. 

Groups - organizations, therapy groups, training groups, 
supervision or consultation groups - form, consolidate and 
develop. Individual members are subsystems of the system-
as-a-whole, contributing both their specific resources and 
carrying something for the whole system. From the systems-
centered perspective a member (or members) leaving a group 
or a team is a whole system event; it affects the person, 
member, subgroup and system-as-a-whole levels. The member 
separates from the group and the group separates from the 
member.  This separation process can be addressed and 
explored directly or simply enacted by repeating familiar 
patterns without exploration. When addressed directly, 
leavings offer an opportunity to recognize (discriminate) 
and to integrate previously unacknowledged information, 

supporting system development at all levels. 

Using systems-centered thinking to address this process is 
an alternative to repeating early survival experiences of loss 
and separation. For some of us, these earlier experiences 
may manifest as never being able to leave; for others, leaving 
without saying goodbye or being “out of here” before we are 
actually gone. Or carrying with us unfinished business that 
continues to take our energy to process, perhaps in redundant 
ruminations. In the leaving member: “If only I had…why 
didn’t they, he, she ever…what did so-and-so mean when they 
said…?” Or in the remaining members: “If he/she is leaving, 
it must mean they don’t value me/us…don’t care…if you are 
leaving, just go…”

Stepping up to the theory level, a Theory of Living Human 
Systems (TLHS) defines a hierarchy of isomorphic systems 
that are energy organizing, goal directed and self-correcting. 
Systems function to survive, develop and transform by 
discriminating and integrating information. (Agazarian, 

A Member is Leaving: Brief Reflections from the  
Systems-centered Perspective
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com
Frances Carter  
carter2229@aol.com
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2018) Looking at separations from this perspective attends 
to the potential driving forces that emerge as members leave 
systems they have been a part of as well as to the restraining 
forces to both member and system goals. Discriminating and 
integrating information contributes to system development.

An Illustration: A Therapy Group Context 
At the personal level the member leaving has met some of their 
goals and perhaps not others. Being explicit about what they 
feel they have done, what is in process and what resources 
they have to continue their journey identifies their next steps 
toward their therapy/development goals and perhaps contexts 
within which the work can continue. 

At the member level there is often unfinished business 
between the leaving member and others: interactions that 
feel unfinished, mind reads, unexpressed feelings in the 
relationship. By inviting these members to bring into the 
group and into the relationship anything unsaid, ambiguity is 
reduced, and some degree of closure reached. This is often a 
very different experience from previous “goodbyes” that many 
have experienced.  In this process, expressions of appreciation 
of members for one another and their contributions often 
emerge, helping members to reduce projections and giving 
them the experience of having been “seen.”

At the subgroup level containment of the issues and emotions 
aroused provides the arena for the important work of 
discriminating and integrating that grounds the group in 
reality, and helps it discover how the present is different from 
the past – and that the future is unknown.

At the group level, one or more members, as voices for the 
group, may inadvertently “export” resources that the leaving 
member has provided, rather than identifying those resources 
and taking them back into the group. For example, members 
may express how they expect they will miss so-and-so’s 
humor, or intelligence, or sensitivity or willingness to take on 
the therapist. Here the vector is to ask if they have some of that 
in themselves as well, an alternative to “sending the [resource] 
out of the group.” The leaving member may also identify 
issues, experiences or roles that belong to the group and 
what of themselves they want to take with them. Also, as we 

know, change, introduces uncertainty. From this perspective 
a change in membership may well raise anxiety, sometimes 
voiced as fears that the group will not survive. It’s helpful to 
understand this voice as coming from the underbelly of the 
group, introducing yet another opportunity to return to the 
present and find a different relationship to the edge of the 
unknown.

These steps address discriminating and integrating information 
at different levels of the group hierarchy: person, member, 
subgroup and group-as-a-whole. The group leader’s role is 
to invite the group’s awareness of each level, introducing 
questions to explore as the work is done leading up to the 
actual “goodbye.” 

And In Our Many Other Settings…
A TLHS defines isomorphy as similarities in structure and 
function and different in different contexts. Thus, we can use 
this thinking about the impact of separation on the hierarchy 
of group systems to address separations in various contexts.  
Thinking isomorphy, the similarity is that separations at the 
system level translate into information leaving the system 
and to closing a boundary. The difference is that the relevant 
information and the system levels that are impacted will be 
different in different contexts. For example, SCT training 
groups will have their own adaptation of this process, with the 
focus being on the learnings (discriminations and integrations) 
at all system levels.

In organizational teams, therapy, training, educational 
systems, families, or communities, the phase of system 
development, the goals of the context and different kinds of 
leaving all have an impact on how this basic aspect of living 
systems, separations, is managed. Whether the leavings are 
planned, unplanned, shocking or a mere ripple in the system 
pond, we can be aware of the impact at all the system levels, 
stay curious about what is exported and what is held in the 
system and how the system relates the changes to its goals. 
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This section is intended for members to share their experiences with SCT, responses to articles, workshops, trainings, and anything 
else related to exploring SCT and the Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS). Whether your contribution is short or long, it’s 
always welcome. The goal is to share energy and build. 

The contributions to this issue include reflections on the 20th annual SCT Conference held in Philadelphia, PA on March 23 -29, 2019, 
responses to our Winter 2019 Systems-Centered Newsletter, and some SCT inspired whimsey. 

Conference Reflections
On Getting What You Need 
Tommy Rogers 
rev.thomas.rogers@gmail.com
I always seem to get just what I need when I attend the SCT 
conference and this year was exactly that!  My biggest take-
away was the afternoon workshop “Leading and Delivering 
Outcomes in a System in Survival” with Annie MacIver. The 
work of Annie and her team helped me realize I wasn’t alone in 
one organization I am a part of where it felt like its boundaries 
were always closed to new information/data. Realizing that 
this is organizations, I am now shifting my interventions and 
have more compassion for myself when I relate to this organi-
zation and can’t get what I want or need. Also, thinking about 
the overall context of the world/nation we are in and how it 
impacts other systems (isomorphy) was another aha! moment 
from the workshop for me.

.
Closing the Circle
Lorena Monda 
lorenamon@aol.com

I left the Conference with quite a lot of ‘undigested’ experience—
feelings, thoughts, questions about SCT theory into practice in 
the context of Large Group—and a want for a group context to 
debrief and explore this specific experience (what happened in 
Large Group) more deeply.

.
Working on the Edge of the Unknown with 
the SCT Protocols
Candace Stroughton  
candace.v.stoughton@gmail.com
At the 2019 SCT Conference I attended the “Advanced/
Intermediate Training: Deepening the Understanding 
of the Current SCT Protocols.” My goal was to deepen my 
understanding of the protocols so I can be more successful 
at using them as a therapist. So far, in spite of taking the 
Intermediate Skills workshop twice and getting consultation 
regularly, my attempts to use the SCT protocols with clients has 
been frustrating at best, and in the worst cases, possibly even 
traumatizing to the client. So, I have stopped. 

In addition to my experience with clients, I have found that in 
SCT training contexts some of the wording of the protocols has 
become a barrier for me. For example, wording like “There are 
two ways to relax your tension,” feels like “pressure;” pressure 
to relax my tension; pressure for something to change. If I am 
still left with tension after using the two options offered in the 
tension protocol (shower technique or going into the tension), 
then I have felt like “I’m doing it wrong” or “there is something 
wrong with me.” In order to avoid this feeling, I find that I have 
been holding on to tension in SCT training contexts so that SCT 
leaders don’t “come after me” with something that they say 
“will relax my tension;” in my experience it actually doesn’t. 
Not only am I left with my tension and a lot of frustration with 
the protocol, but also with the SCT leaders who implement 
the protocol verbatim from the manual, quite possibly with 
misattunement.

So, with both these experiences in hand I attended the 
workshop hoping to gain insight into new ways to approach the 
SCT skills (especially the tension protocol which had become 
such a conundrum for me). One thing that quickly became 
apparent in the workshop was that I am not the only one who 
thought that because I’m not explicitly using the protocols in 
my work, “I’m not doing SCT.” At least one other person in the 
workshop expressed a similar sentiment. During the workshop 
we spent the late morning each day subgrouping, coming 
up with proposals for our work, doing role plays, exploring 
theory, and having fun. At the end of the week, I wasn’t exactly 
sure what new knowledge of the protocols I was leaving with; 
I also decided to not worry about it. I knew that I’m helping 
many of my clients in significant ways with the joining and 
attunement skills that I have integrated over time. 

Then, after returning home from the Conference, I had a very 
interesting experience with a client (a professional Hispanic 
woman in her late 30’s, married with two children who came to 
me because she has difficulty standing up for herself at work, 
especially with her supervisor; and let me know that his has 
been an ongoing theme in her life).

Shortly after our second session began, she said something 
that made me think she was holding tension. I mentioned this 
and she admitted she was feeling a lot of tightness in her chest. 
I asked her whether she would like to try something that might 
be helpful. She said she would. I led her through some guided 
imagery of being in a shower at a spa (eucalyptus scented 
air, a relaxing recliner, a sumptuous robe, a cool drink). At 
the end of the guided imagery, I asked whether the tightness 
was “more strong, less strong, or about the same” (wording 
straight from the protocol, but I made sure to say it in a way 
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that implied no expected outcome). She said, “Oh it’s all gone! 
That was amazing!”

So, we proceeded with the session. A few minutes later she took 
a breath that caught in her chest (sort of like a squeak, and I 
noticed my chest immediately felt tight). I asked her, “What 
was that?” She responded, “Oh, I’ve had that my whole life; I’m 
glad you got to hear it!” The thought running through my head 
was, “She is not breathing freely; she is holding her breath.” It 
then occurred to me to try a resilience practice I learned from 
a book I’m reading by Linda Graham, MFT (Bouncing Back:  
Rewiring Your Brain for Maximum Resilience and Well-Being). 
Graham has come up with numerous “resilience practices” 
she uses with clients to facilitate healing. I’ve introduced one 
of them to my Women’s group with great success so I thought 
I’d try it with this client to see if it might allow her to breathe 
more fully. I asked my client to a) imagine a loving interaction 
with someone (a parent, a pet, a caregiver, anyone who feels 
safe and loving; the client chose “my children”), b) I asked her 
to put her hand on her heart, and c) then I asked her to sigh 
deeply. I had her do this several times and emphasized that I 
wanted her to sigh loud enough that I could hear it (just like 
my yoga teacher does in my yoga class). At the end of the third 
sigh my client burst into tears.

She said, “My whole life I’ve ‘had to be strong’ to face all 
the challenges I’ve encountered. I had to be brave when my 
parents left me behind with my grandmother in Mexico so they 
could create a better life for our family in the United States; I 
had to be strong a few years later as a ten year old girl crossing 
the Rio Grande River from Mexico to the US on an inner tube 
led by a “coyote” (a paid guide), saying to myself ‘I have to be 
brave, I have to be brave’ as the water rushed around my neck. 
I had to be brave to find the Burger King restaurant on the other 
side of the river by myself to meet my father who was waiting 
for me on the American side. As an adult I had to be brave with 
no support from my family because I decided to have a second 
child as a single mother.” All of this came rushing out of my 
client after doing the simple resilience practice. 

As I reflected on the session, I realized that I inadvertently had 
used both sides of the tension protocol with the client. I hadn’t 
done it in the standard SCT way of going through the protocol 
line by line, but still, working with her organically, not only 
did the client release some of the tension she was holding 
via “the shower,” but I believe she also released some of the 
trauma that was being held by the tension when I asked her to 
use the resilience exercise (rather than asking her to “go into 
her tension” to see what it might be holding, which is one of 
the options in the tension protocol). I was very pleased with 
the work the client was able to do, and my ability to draw on a 
variety of skills to move the client towards the goal of reducing 
her tension and releasing trauma at the same time.

I draw on another story to round out my learning as I’ve 
been working to integrate SCT into my work. In my Buddhist 
book club we are reading a book by Thich Nhat Hanh. One 
paragraph jumped out at me because I realize it relates to 
my attempts to use both mindfulness as well as SCT in my 
work. The quote says “When someone shares the Dharma, 
what she says must fit the situation and the mentality of those 
she is addressing so that the teaching is appropriate. If it is 
not appropriate, it is not the true Dharma” (The Heart of the 
Buddha’s Teachings, p. 142).

I realized that this quote was teaching me something new 
about my work. I briefly ran a Mindfulness Based Stress 
Reduction group for clients. Several people attended for a few 
months, but I found that in spite of using the workbook and 
bringing in material tailored to the specific needs of clients, 
the participants were not “getting it”; they were not seeing the 
value of integrating mindfulness practices into their lives. On 
the other hand, I was recently working with a client one-on-
one and he was lamenting the fact that as the anniversary of 
his divorce was approaching, he was being bombarded with 
thoughts and memories of their life together, plans they had 
made that would now never come true, and it was causing him 
pain (and risking the possibility of a relapse with alcohol). I 
mentioned the idea that we can view thoughts that go through 
our mind in the same way we view clouds; they pass through 
the sky but we can let them go without judgement and without 
becoming attached to them. My client responded, “Wow, 
that’s really cool! I’ve never thought about it that way!” And 
in that moment, I realized that what I had just said to him was 
“the dharma.” I had found a way to share a basic Buddhist 
concept with my client that provided him with new insight that 
was useful for a challenge he was experiencing.

In the same way, I’m realizing that when I am finding ways 
to work with clients that accomplish the goals of the SCT 
protocols (even if I’m not using the exact wording or steps in 
the protocols), I am actually doing SCT. Whew, what a relief! 
And what a helpful learning that allows me to work with 
clients while also taking up my own authority in new and 
helpful ways. Yeah! Let the journey continue!

References: 

Graham, L. (2013). Bouncing back:  Rewiring your brain for 
maximum resilience and well being. Novato, CA:  New World 
Library.

Nhat Hanh, T. (1998). The Heart of the Buddha’s teaching:  
Transforming suffering into suffering into peace, joy and liber-
ation. New York, NY:  Harmony Books.

.
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Learnings and Discoveries from the 
“Mining the Treasures in Stereotyping” 
Workshop
Verena Murphy  
vmch99@hotmail.com

Dayne Narretta   
daynenarretta@gmail.com

Debbie Woolf  
dwoolf@comcast.net

The goal of this post-Conference write up is to integrate 
the leaders’ learnings obtained from the chosen workshop 
structure described below for future workshop designs. The 
context for the two-hour afternoon “Drop-in” session was 
the last SCT conference entitled: “Surviving and Thriving in 
Times of Uncertainty.” The title of our workshop developed 
as we discussed among the three co-leaders how the behavior 
of stereotyping has had a mostly negative connotation (“we 
are not supposed to stereotype” or “stereotyping easily leads 
to scapegoating” or “isn’t stereotyping a form of prejudice?” 
among others).  Whereas in Systems-centered Theory 
stereotyping is an expected behavior of a system that is in the 
flight phase of development. We wanted to identify the benefits 
of noticing our human tendency to stereotype and explore 
that in our workshop. Hence our title: “Mining the Treasures 
in Stereotyping.” A primary resource for this workshop had 
been the article “Systems-Centered Training for Therapists: 
Beyond Stereotyping to Integrating Diversities into the Change 
Process” by Susan Gantt and Joan Adams (2010).

The objectives of this workshop were: 1) to describe the 
difference between stereotyping and prejudice, 2) to use 
functional subgrouping to explore one’s responses to 
differences, and 3) to list three driving and three restraining 
forces of exploring stereotyping. The workshop began with 
an introduction of the three co-leaders and an overview of 
the workshop, its objectives and structure, which included: 
Didactic component, Leaders modeling a triad exercise, work 
in triads, data collection from triads in group-as-a-whole, and 
Surprises and Learnings.

Our learning began by noticing that we did not reduce 
ambiguity by stating the goal of each co-leader role. For 
example, we could have said “one co-leader is going to lead 
the introductory and experiential segments of the workshop, 
the second is going to lead the didactic piece, and the third 
will collect data (driving and restraining forces) from the 
group-as-a whole work”. We hypothesized that  we had not 
done this because we were a leadership system that was also 
in the flight phase, as this was the first time we had worked 
together. The data is that the group provided feedback that 
it would have been helpful to know the leader’s roles in the 
beginning of the group.

Our first step was to link stereotyping to the Theory of 

Living Human Systems (TLHS), which states that “Living 
human systems survive, develop and transform from simple 
to complex by discriminating and integrating differences.”  
We discriminated between “stereotype” and “prejudice” in 
the following way: A stereotype: generalized characteristics 
associated with a group, such as personal traits (e.g., intelligent) 
or circumstantial attributes (e.g., poor).  Prejudice: conceptions 
– often negative – about groups or individuals based on their 
social, racial and ethnic affiliations. 

Recent research using functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging 
to observe brain activity (Amodio, 2014) suggests that there is 
a basis in our neurophysiology for stereotyping (generalizing 
from limited data) and prejudging (judging before having any 
or only very limited data). Both appear to activate different 
brain structures. Stereotyping was associated with brain 
structures involving cognitive processes, whereas prejudice 
was associated with brain structures involving emotional 
neural interactional processing, indicating also some potential 
overlap. 

The TLHS places stereotyping as a driving force when the 
system’s goal is Survival.  When a system’s goal is Development, 
which includes creating a reality testing culture, the behavior 
of stereotyping is a restraining force. The co-leaders then 
demonstrated an exercise carried out in a triad, where members 
shared their experiences of stereotyping and being stereotyped 
and the concomitant feelings generated. 

To establish current reality and check whether the stereotypes 
we have of others apply (including those we have experienced 
that others have of us), we included a second exercise in which 
participants checked out mind-reads in triads. Based on the 
participants’ reports in SLSDD, the work accomplished in 
the triads was so deep and meaningful that they were highly 
reluctant to share it during the large group experiential, which 
was the next step in the structure. The shift from small groups 
back into the large group first necessitated undoing anxiety 
for about 15 minutes of the large group experiential, before 
the group began to collect the data surfaced in the triads. This 
appears to be an example of how difficult it is to move from the 
“in-group, or group we feel connected to” to the “out-group, 
or group we feel different from” and is similar to the research 
findings stating a similar response. The triads reported back 
that they were surprised “to have revealed way more than they 
would have anticipated.”

Our next exercise was to create a Force Field:

Driving and restraining forces identified toward exploring the 
goal of stereotyping:

Driving: 
*Subgrouping around undoing anxiety 
*Reading from poster “Driving and Restraining forces towards 
development” 
*Working in small groups - felt safer 
*Coming into reality by checking mind reads 
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*Saying that stereotyping manages turbulence around 
differences 
*Pollyanna developed into Reality-anna

Restraining: 
*Moving from small groups to large group increased anxiety 
*Going from known into unknown 
*Labeling self and not wanting to behave from a stereotype

The writers of this article were the co-leaders, with 11 
members in attendance. 

Reference: 

Gantt, S.P. & Adams, J.M. (2010). Women & Therapy, 33, 101–
120, doi: 10.1080/02703140903404812

Amodio, D.M. (2014). The neuroscience of prejudice and 
stereotyping. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 15(10), 670- 682, 
doi: 10.1038/n

.
20th Conference Anniversary Song
Irene McHenry 
irene.mc.granger@gmail.com

Join a subgroup, 
What’s a subgroup? 
Row that boat, row that boat 
Paraphrase and build 
You will get quite skilled  
Show your art 
Show your heart

Form a system 
A living human system 
Survive and develop; survive and develop  
You will be transformed 
This will be the norm 
Member role 
Group as a whole

Take up your role 
Clarify your goal 
Join on similarities; Differences bring clarity 
Simple to complex 
Who knows what’s next? 
The vast unknown 
Is our home

Apprehensive 
Comprehensive 
Integrate! Celebrate! 
Twenty years of presence 
Past and future present 
SCT 
You and me 
[Repeat] SCT; you and me

.

Responses to the Winter 2019 Newsletter
Dorothy Gibbons 
Dorothygibbons2@gmail.com

I want to express my appreciation for the Winter 2019 SCT 
Newsletter. Overall, I found the articles interesting and thought-
provoking, both on a theoretical and practical level. I was 
particularly impressed with the submissions in the Members’ 
Forum section, and was excited to hear “new voices” (at least 
new to me) so clearly applying SCT and SAVI to their training 
and practice. 

I loved reading how Daniel Nordlander and Johan Wisen 
took up their authority to develop their own Leadership 
Development track, experimenting with their boundaries, 
working to undo survival roles by suggesting different role 
out-puts, and discovering how they both influenced and were 
influenced by the SCT system-as-a-whole. 

Clarice Belcher’s “Language as Environment” and Nitesch 
Painuly’s “SAVI: Addressing Internal Dialogue” beautifully 
illustrated how our language influences who we can be in our 
internal systems as well as inter-person systems. 

And I was touched by Merete Brantbjerg’s creative use of 
subgrouping to contain her arousal and pull to a survival 
role in reaction to Yvonne’s preference for the “feisty” over 
the “flaccid” chickens in her You Tube presentation. By her 
willingness to follow the subgrouping protocol of reflecting and 
joining on her similarity first--and by asking us readers who 
can readily identify with low energy to find our feisty energy 
and join this subgroup first--until the “group” was ready for 
our difference, Merete (and I) gained access to our exploratory 
drive and discovered curiosity about what influences the life 
force rather than holding onto our differences with Yvonne. An 
amazingly new experience of subgrouping!

Thank you, all, for sharing your SCT experiences.

.
Painuly, N. (Winter 2019). Reflections 
on SAVI: Addressing internal dialogue. 
Systems-Centered News, 27(1), 20-21.
Irene McHenry 
irene.mc.granger@gmail.com

Thank you, Nitesh, for stimulating conversation on using 
SAVI to address internal dialogue. I’ve been experimenting 
with applying SAVI to track my internal dialogue in a therapy 
context in my role as therapist. I’m particularly interested 
in how this use of SAVI helps me notice the experience of 
countertransference in the inner dialogue of my person system 
before communicating to the inter-person system. With a 
SAVI awareness of my inner dialogue, I can better guide my 
communication output toward the goal of supporting the 
client’s discovery process in keeping with the goal of the 
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context. For example, in noticing opinions, yes-buts, and 
complaints in my internal dialogue, I can ask myself what is the 
inner feeling that I’m having from the client’s narrative, which 
quickly moves me from cognitive thinking to apprehensive 
knowing, and even without words, moves me to a more open 
boundary in the therapist – client system. This opens up 
choice for responding. Then, rather than making a rational 
observation or interpretation, I might ask a feeling question or 
mirror the inner experience of the client. I can also wonder to 
myself about the trigger in my person system toward opinion, or 
judgment, or boredom, which reduces my own impulse toward 
“oughtitude” or leading questions, and increases curiosity and 
openness right at the inter-person boundary.

Now, I’m wondering if anyone else is using SAVI to notice 
internal dialogue when in the role of therapist, group or 
individual.

.
Byram, C., Davis, R. & Koprowska, J. 
(Winter 2019). Taking SCT beyond the 
training group: A further exploration of 
SCT in action.  Systems-Centered News, 
27(1), 6-15.
Mike Maher 
Mike.Maher1@me.com

One of the hardest things to do is to take something complex and 
render it into something accessible, without over-simplifying 
or losing the nuances that make the complexity attractive and 
compelling. SCT is undeniably complex; this article in the last 
newsletter made the business of how we go about applying it 
into something recognisable and possible to put into practice. 
Einstein said the following: 

‘It can scarcely be denied that the supreme goal of all theory 
is to make the irreducible basic elements as simple and as 
few as possible without having to surrender the adequate 
representation of a single datum of experience.’ (From “On the 
Method of Theoretical Physics,” the Herbert Spencer Lecture, 
Oxford, June 10, 1933). 

This became aphorised into ‘Everything should be as simple as 
it can be, but not simpler,” and credited to Einstein, although 
it is not clear that he actually ever said this.

I read this article with that in mind, and appreciated the 
surefooted manner in which it navigated through the landscape 
of complexity, without dumbing down, and bringing in to focus 
the many ways in which the elegant, nuanced and powerful 
practice of SCT can fall foul of failing to recognise the context 
and the goal of the context, and the common restraining forces 
we have all encountered in how we try to take it across the 
boundary.  

It’s not that difficult to express complex things in an obscuring 

manner; it is much harder to do what this article did and shine 
light on complexity. It gives us an exemplar so we can all try 
to do the same.

.
And finally, from Curt Engquist comes 
this bit of wisdom for the ages  
curt@billmanengquist.se

The SCT recipe:

Keep it real

Realize the keeping

Spice it with fun

That’s all!

.

The SCT Training Program  
builds from Foundation to 

Advanced levels.

It is open to professionals in 
organizational development,  

mental health fields, education  
and others wanting to put 
systems work into practice.

For a full description of the 
program visit our website at  

www.systemscentered.com
If you’re still curious, 

 contact our Administrator,  
Kathy Lum at  

admin@systemscentered.com 
 for more information.

Systems-Centered  
Training Program
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Upcoming Training Opportunities
SCT AnnuAl ConferenCe

Oakland/San Francisco Bay Area 
April 18-24, 2020

Dealing with Differences Differently
Full program & registration available November 1

Details on the web at 
www.systemscentered.com

More Inside…


