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From the Director
Knowing and Using SCT Theory: A Pathway out of Personalizing and Toward 
Greater Freedom as a Person and as Member???
 SCT is a theory-driven system. Yvonne developed the theory first and the practice 
second. Each time we intervene in SCT, we test the validity of the theory and the reliability 
of the practice. Each intervention is a hypothesis. Observing the effect of the intervention 
then contributes to the leader and group being able to make system corrections, essential 
in SCT. Our theory guides our practice. 
 Knowing the theory enables us to think about systems wherever we are, and to take up 
our membership roles in our various life contexts. And maybe most important of all, using 
SCT theory enables us to weaken the human tendency to personalize. When we notice that 
how we feel is from a personalized role, and that this role, stimulated in us, relates to the 
system’s phase of development, we take a step to shift out of personalizing. We are then 
better able to contribute as a member to explore the forces that are driving and restraining 
to the context and its phase. For example, when the authority issue is aroused, we all 
want to blame either ourselves or others, or the group or the organization. The energy and 
pressure to blame and make it someone’s fault is enormous. When we act this out, we are fueled by personalized survival roles 
from our past. Tragically, our survival roles make it impossible for ourselves or our context to develop. Very little information 
about the present can come into the system, to be explored, reality-tested and integrated. Using SCT theory enables us to expand 
beyond our personalized focus, to see what we know as a person that triggered our old blaming roles, and what we know as a 
member, as a subgroup and as a system-as-a-whole.  
 My first experience with SCT was in a two-day institute that Yvonne was leading at the American Group Psychotherapy 
Association meeting in San Antonio, Texas. This was in the early 1990s. What was most striking to me was that I felt freer in 
that group to speak out and join in, and less worried about how I would come across. What I now understand is that I was less 
pulled to personalizing. Learning to think systems, and not just people, has enabled me to lower the pull to personalize which 
had often kept me quiet in a group or hesitant to speak. The freedom I felt in this first group, as I learned to see my input to the 
system as a voice not just for myself but also as a voice of the group, was a significant difference for me that drew me to learn 
SCT and its theory of living human systems.
  Personalizing always takes us back to the past, into old neural networks that organize our experience. Using theory has 
enabled me to see the system and not just the people, and most importantly, not just myself. Without theory, SCT is only a set 
of methods with no guiding principles and much more haphazard in its practice. In fact, without the theory, there is no SCT. 
 Paradoxically, even though we are a theory-based approach, the majority of SCT members have been drawn to SCT because 
of the experiential practice and the group experiences. Yet the theory is core to SCT and without knowing the theory well enough 
to be able to think systems and not just people, one cannot practice SCT.
   At our recent SCTRI Board meeting, we started to discuss how well SCT members know theory as an organization, at the 
Board level, in our various training groups, and as members. We also took a step as a Board  (by applying theory), to begin to 
look at the force field of driving and restraining forces for learning SCT theory in SCT training.  I am asking you to join us in 
this process—either as part of your training group or phone seminar, or even on your own. Make a force field of driving forces 
that help you learn SCT theory and the restraining forces that block your drive. Join the subgroup of assessing what we do as 
learners, what our groups do, what our trainers do and what we do as an organization that is Driving or Restraining in relation to 
our goal of learning and integrating SCT Theory. 
 When you have done this, I invite you to email them to me (sgantt@systemscentered.com) so that we all learn from what 
you see. 
 For anyone wanting a theory group in which to explore SCT theory, there are two phone groups devoted to theory. One 
is oriented for intermediate members (contact Agazarian@aol.com) and one for those wanting to learn the foundations of SCT 
theory (contact carter2229@aol.com or sgantt@systemscentered.com). And there are many informal peer groups that work with 
theory as well. 

-Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
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From the eDitor
 With pleasure and excitement, I present this new issue of 
Systems-Centered News to you, readers. Saying hello in my new role 
as managing editor, so gently handed to me by Michael Robbins, who 
has filled it for nine years. Nine years in which the Newsletter has 
flourished and the Newsletter Group has developed into an efficient 
work group that’s also a warm and pleasant work environment. 
Thank you, Michael, for your energy and your work. Michael will 
stay on as editor of the Emerging Theory section. 
 We also say goodbye and thank you to Bettie Banks, creative, 
patient and thorough editor of the Theory and Applications section 
for many years, and to Connie Robinson, our authority on spelling 
and grammar. They are leaving the Newsletter Group.
 In the middle of this transition, we worked hard to produce an 
issue full of theory and applications in different contexts, and a range 
of different voices. You will complete that work by reading the result 
and taking away from it what is useful to you!
 In her article “Child’s Play – Natural Origins of Status, the SCT 
Authority Phase and Functional Subgrouping,” Marianne Bentzen 
points out that, like many other animals, human beings form status 
hierarchies. We go one-up or one-down to each other, fight for our 
position or avoid the fight. That’s human nature, it’s in our genes. 
Ignoring or denying that reality doesn’t make sense, the question is 
how we can deal with it in our personal development and our society 
and civilization. 
 Marianne analyzes child’s play as depending on an early form of 
functional subgrouping: successful play depends both on accepting 
what another child brought in, and contributing something for others 
to accept; on both joining and building. In SCT training contexts, we 
play what she calls the “game of subgrouping,” a game for adults 
in which we learn to make meaningful connections and not to act 
on our status-related impulses but contain them and integrate them 
in the game, enjoying “the lovely nonverbal flow common to the 
join-and-build of the caregiver-infant relationship, good preschool 
play, teenage group reflections about life and whole-hearted adult 
relationships.”
 The subgrouping game in SCT groups is informed by systems-
centered theory, beautifully summarized by Yvonne Agazarian in 
the Emerging Theory section. She relates functional subgrouping 
to the process of discriminating and integrating differences through 
which systems survive, develop and transform. The natural tendency 
of groups is to create an identified patient in the flight phase, and a 
scapegoat in the fight phase. Functional subgrouping as a conflict 
resolution method helps groups to see both sides of the discrimination 
and thus, integrate them.
 What happens if we use SCT theory, methods and skills in the 

SCT®RI Mission Statement:
Knowledge and Research.  A primary purpose for this organization is to contribute to knowledge with the theory of living human 

systems and to do related research in long- and short-term change strategies.

Education and Training.  A primary purpose for this organization is to continue development of methods of systems-centered 
education and practice and to train systems-centered practitioners to serve the community.

Community Development and Contribution.  The organization will introduce SCT strategies for change to organizations, groups and 
individuals in private, public and clinical settings.



Winter 2013, Spring 2014 - Systems-Centered News Page 3

Back to Basics
 This article reviews the basic ideas that make up a systems-
centered approach. First is an introduction to the four systems 
that we think about when we think systems, not people. 
Second is a quick review of the advantages of functional 
subgrouping. Last, but not least, is a review of the Phases of 
System Development, each one of which is the context in which 
systems-centered work is done.

The Three Systems in the Person System
 From a systems-centered perspective, when we join a 
group we have roles in four different systems, the systems 
of person, member, group-as-a-whole plus the transitory 
subsystems that come and go as the group works that SCT 
calls “subgroups.” Each one of these systems takes us into a 
different world. 

Core Person System 
 As a person system, your context is yourself. As a person 
system, your goal is the development of you. You won’t 
develop if you take yourself just personally, we can all already 
do that.

Seeing yourself from a systems perspective, you 

can think about yourself as a person system; discover what it 
means to “take membership in your self” (by learning how to 
self observe); discover how subgroups form and reform inside 
you into different internal role systems; and discover how your 
own developmental work changes you as a developing system-
as-a-whole.
 It is your person system that will learn from your member 
system, your subgroup systems and your group system-as-a-
whole. And it is your person system that has all the energy for 
change. The challenge is to make it available to all the other 
systems in the hierarchy.

Member System  
 As soon as we join a group, we become a member. In 
SCT your group member system is different from your person 
system. As a person system, the goal is the development of 
you. As a member system, the goal is to contribute to the 
development of the group. 
 You can always tell the difference between the personalizing 
part of yourself and the developing person in yourself. The 
difference is in whether or not you are curious! Curiosity is the 
major driving force that helps us cross from our person system 
to our member system.

EmErging ThEory by yvonnE AgAzAriAn

wider world, where the communication norms are often very 
different from those of an SCT group? Neal Spivack works in 
the Bronx, New York. In “An SCT Harm Reduction Approach” 
he describes how he introduced functional subgrouping to 
a drop-in group for intravenous drug users. This required 
attention to the context and a clear understanding of the goal, 
which was to reduce health risks related to drug use rather 
than total abstinence. Comparing subgrouping to rowing a 
boat together, rather than shouting instructions from the shore, 
helped participants see how subgrouping could contribute to 
helping themselves and each other. 
 Hans Hofman works in a board room in the Netherlands. 
Over the past few years, he has introduced elements of SCT 
into his management team. We hope his context comes to life 
as you read our interview with him. His work may inspire you 
in your own work context!
 Paying careful attention to the system context, its goals 
and one’s own role in relation to both, is part and parcel of 
working with SCT in an organizational context. This can be 
especially challenging when the context changes, and one’s 
own role as well. Katarina Billman worked with a client to 
improve the quality of performance appraisals and evaluations 
of individual development plans in a Swedish firm, crafting 
simple SCT-based tools to support him in that work. Then, they 
switched contexts and cooperated on a presentation at the SCT 
Organizational Conference in Stockholm. She both describes 
the adventure and carefully analyzes it in “Shifting Systems: 

from Person, to Consulting, to Workshop Co-Presenter.” 
 In “Red is not the Problem,” Anita Simon explains that 
“Red” communication behaviors, such as attacking or blaming 
others, are only a problem if we take them personally. The 
question is what is said next. SAVI, the System for Analyzing 
Verbal Interaction, is designed to analyze problem patterns in 
communication, not to point to the problem person. This allows 
those who use it to look at the system level of a conversation, 
and rather than getting stuck, play with alternatives and find 
their way out of unsatisfying conversations. 
 It’s just a few months to the yearly SCT Conference, from 
March 29 to April 4 in San Francisco. Feel free to read this 
issue of the Newsletter as an invitation to go there! Yvonne 
Agazarian, Hans Hofman, and Katarina Billman all present 
there. Anita Simon, Neal Spivack and Marianne Bentzen’s 
articles are based on workshops they presented at the previous 
Conference. They give you an impression of the depth and 
quality of the work that is presented at our conference each 
year. 
 This is both the Fall 2013 and Spring 2014 issue of 
Systems-Centered News. The next issue will be the Fall 2014 
issue, scheduled for August 2014. This allows us to move to 
a different publishing rhythm, with one issue in February and 
one in August, just after the summer break. 
 Have fun reading!

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



Page 4 Winter 2013, Spring 2014 - Systems-Centered News

 We are not curious when we are in a personalizing system 
role. We are too busy explaining ourselves. We are curious in 
our person system role. Curiosity allows us to explore what is 
going on with ourselves. And it is the exploratory drive in our 
curiosity that fuels the development or our member role.
 When members respond to the here-and-now of a group, 
they develop new roles to solve the group challenges. When 
they import old roles from the past, they are likely to trigger 
others to join them with reciprocal old roles, thus importing 
role-locks into the group. This one membership discrimination 
between past and present has a significant impact on how the 
membership norms develop in the group. You can tell the 
difference when you or the group does the same thing over and 
over, and when you do something new!
 The goal of member system work is to recognize and 
integrate the differences that always exist between people in a 
group. Integrating differences is the alternative to scapegoating 
them. 
 SCT theory states that it is through the discrimination and 
integration of differences that all systems survive, develop and 
transform from simpler to more complex.

The group is a System-as-a-Whole  
 Relating to the group-as-a-whole is a different experience 
from relating to your member or to your person system. As 
a member of the group, the goal is to gather information and 
integrate it rather than split around it. The way group members 
work with each other creates the climate of the group and 
also develops incipient norms. The group-as-a-whole system 
organizes the norms, and the norms either encourage or 
discourage certain responses in the members. Norms are the 
unwritten rules of the group process. 

Subgroup Subsystems  
 Subgroups are those transitory subsystems that come into 
existence when members join around a common theme, and 
disappear again when members no longer have something in 
common. Discovering how subgroups could become a driving 
force is perhaps SCT’s most important contribution to group.
 From early in my work, I had been looking for a solution 
to the tendency that all groups seemed to have of creating 
the identified patient in the flight phase and the scapegoat 
in the fight phase. Then I suddenly saw an unseen obvious: 
scapegoating in groups is a subgrouping phenomenon! 
 The question then became, how could I influence subgroups 
so that they could become a driving force towards SCT goals? 
The answer turned out to be what we now call functional 
subgrouping. Subgrouping functionally reverses the tendency 
to split around differences and fight over them, and substitutes 
methods that enable members to join around their similarities 
and explore them. The solution is as simple as changing the 
tendency to split by saying “yes-but,” and building on what 
each other says instead with a yes- and…
 Functional subgrouping is essentially a conflict resolution 
method that bypasses splitting by enabling the discrimination 

and integration of differences. Functional subgroups also 
“appear and disappear” as the group works – but for reasons 
different from ordinary subgroups. Functional subgroups 
appear in the group to contain and integrate conflicts. They 
disappear when there is no conflict in the group and members 
are all working together as a group-as-a-whole. 

Functional Subgrouping
 Learning how to subgroup functionally is easy. All you 
need to do is join the person who spoke last with something 
similar enough to what they said, so that they know they have 
been heard. (With functional subgrouping members rarely get 
dropped!) Next, you build on the others’ ideas with your own. 
When you have said what you want to say, you look to the 
group and ask “anyone else?” The group then knows that you 
have finished saying what you want to say and that their job is 
now to reflect what you said, before building on it in their turn. 
 Sooner or later, a member will have a difference. Then, 
the member who holds the difference asks the group if there 
is room for it. If there is not, and the subgroup has more work 
to do, then the group will ask them to hold the difference until 
later. If on the other hand the group is ready, it says so, and 
the member bringing in the difference is assured that the group 
will be listening. As the group builds on the difference, a new 
subgroup forms. 
 Functional subgrouping is functional! When a subgroup 
joins around similarities, it is easier for the members to accept 
and integrate just noticeable differences within the subgroup. 
As differences are integrated, the system itself develops 
more complexity. Different subgroups integrate various group 
differences, so there comes a point in time when the similarities 
between the subgroups outweigh the differences. When that 
happens, integration has taken place in the group-as-a-whole. 
The process of discriminating and integrating differences 
is both a sufficient and a necessary condition for group 
development.
 Functional subgrouping is useful in avoiding the identified 
patient or scapegoat phenomena. As soon as the impulse to 
“take care of” a member surfaces (which it will), one can ask if 
there is a subgroup that would like to explore either the impulse 
to rescue, or the wish to be rescued (thus giving the identified 
patient a subgroup to work in!). 
 A similar question is useful if a group starts to scapegoat. 
In this case, one subgroup can explore the impulse to attack 
while another explores the fear of being attacked. 
Incidentally, there is a quick and easy way to spot when a 
group is setting up a role. When most of the members of 
the group talk to one particular member instead of each 
other, there is a visible communication pattern (called the 
communication pattern to deviant, or “the fan” pattern). The 
advantage of watching communication patterns is that they are 
clearly a whole group system function. No one person can take 
responsibility for the communication pattern in the group-as-
a-whole. Recognizing this makes it clear that the creation of a 
group role, like the identified patient or scapegoat, is a group 



dynamic. Many members may volunteer for the role, but the 
group only elects one! 

Phases of Group Development
 I am now going to turn to SCT’s take on the Phases 
of System Development. Many of you may already have 
recognized that there does seem to be an observable sequence 
of phases of development that is common to all groups. SCT 
relies on this sequence to systematically modify the defenses 
that are inherent to each phase.
  In SCT, we see defenses as restraining forces to 
development! And just as the group-as-a-whole norms legislate 
what we can do or cannot do in a group, so each phase of 
development also determines what restraining forces we can 
undo, and what restraining forces we are not ready to undo yet. 
Knowing the phases of system development, we also know 
what defenses people in a group are ready to undo, and which 
defenses they still need while they are developing readiness for 
their next steps.

Flight Phase 
 SCT establishes norms early in the phase of flight. Thus 
SCT modifies anxiety almost immediately before the group 
develops norms around the defensive ways we all use to 
manage our anxiety. In new SCT groups, the tendency to move 
into familiar social behavior is also interrupted before it can 
establish itself. 
 Some of the methods that SCT uses are quite simple – for 
example, social communication contains a lot of vagueness, 
intellectualization, redundancy and the contradictions concealed 
in a “yes-but.” By encouraging members to be specific instead 
of general, to use yes-and instead of yes-but and to explore 
their experience instead of explaining it, it is significantly 
more likely that the messages in the communication will get 
across. This one intervention also prevents the almost universal 
tendency towards automatic story-telling that keeps members 
explaining themselves, rather than exploring the work of the 
group. 

Transition from Flight to Fight 
 In SCT there are specific methods for systematically 
reducing restraining forces in each phase of the group system’s 
development. For example, in the transition phase between 
flight and fight, the depressive subgroup learns to recognize 
that turning their retaliatory impulse in on themselves results 
in depression, whereas turning it out allows the group to 
decondition fear of anger. The members also learn that the 
pleasures of outrage and indignation are actually a defense 
against the experience of rage, rather than an expression of 
rage (the popular belief). Discovering these two defenses 
allows the group to move towards exploring the experience of 
anger.
 It is also in this transition that the members of the subgroup 
that is afraid of anger, are encouraged to undo their anxiety 
by surfacing the negative predictions and mind reads that are 

the root of their fear. Although this subgroup may or may not 
join in their personal exploration of rage in the fight phase, by 
undoing their anxiety, they are more likely to support the group 
work. 

Fight Phase 
 In the fight phase, the ability not to take each other’s 
aggression just personally is established. (In SCT, aggression 
is understood as energy for managing frustrations, and outrage 
and tantrum as a defense against the life force in aggression.) 
 In SCT groups, members are able to target the therapist, 
individually or in subgroups, and discover that aggression itself 
is a driving force in a relationship if it is not taken personally. 
By experiencing the angry impulses rather than acting them out 
or in, members discover that they feel closer in the relationship, 
not further away as they had feared. 

Role-Locks Phase
 In the phase in which members tend to pair into  
role-locks, members discover how person-centered roles from 
the past induce others to retreat into reciprocal personal roles 
that distract from the group present. The inevitable role-locks 
that develop for people where there is a good match for their 
repetition compulsion, are reduced by developing impersonal 
feedback. 
 Experiencing the energy in aggression and the freedom 
from old roles typically develops a good supportive climate 
among members, so supportive that the members are free to 
explore their underlying conviction that the only problem with 
the group is the leader!
 In SCT this makes it possible to experience all the basic 
issues that are involved in reactions to authorities. What is 
important in this stage is that members come to recognize that 
it is their projections onto authority that undermine their ability 
to take their own authority. 

The Authority Issue Phase
 In newer groups, the authority issue can be fun. For 
example, in a recent workshop, it started when one member 
looked at me and said “you are no spring chicken.” The group 
enthusiastically joined him, and in no time at all developed 
their fantasy; they had me in a pot with carrots and celery, 
and were dancing around the fire with great glee, chanting a 
cooking song. There was a big release of energy, and the group 
made the transition into the intimacy phase with a lot of energy 
for work. 
 In more experienced groups, there is a group-as-a-whole 
experience of paranoid projection onto the authority, and when 
this happens, the authority issue is appropriately called the 
crisis of hatred.

The Crisis of Hatred Phase
  As many of you know, the crisis of hatred is based on 
deep social dynamics, which it takes group development over 
time to explore. Group after group will reinvent the killing and 
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eating of the leader to ingest the leader’s strength and establish 
their survival. 
 This phenomenon is deeply imbedded in the social history 
of human beings, in its literature, its religions and its cultures. 
And as many of you therapists know – it is very important 
(though sometimes difficult) not to take their crisis of hatred 
personally! 
 The crisis of hatred is the fulcrum event that allows the 
group to transition into the phase of intimacy. In SCT there is 
an important aspect to managing intimacy. Intimacy among 
members is very gratifying, and because of its gratification, 
there is always a tendency in groups to settle into intimacy as a 
defense against doing the more challenging work of managing 
the aggression between people that flight into intimacy can 
avoid.
 Thus, it is important in SCT to explore any tendency to 
become fixated in a gratifying intimacy before the energy 
in aggression and the de-idealizations have taken place. 
Enchantment is very gratifying, but not at the cost of maturity.

Intimacy Phase 
 It is in the intimacy phase that separation/individuation 
work is done. In SCT groups, members can easily identify their 
own challenges in the process of separation/individuation by 
observing their subgrouping style. Members who tend to join 
every subgroup that comes along also tend to have difficulty 
separating, while those members for whom no subgroup is 
quite right, tend to have difficulty individuating. 
 Separation requires being able to see the differences in 
the apparently similar. This is difficult to do when one is 
enchanted, as any differences tend to plunge the enchanted into 
depressions that defend against the rage. 
 For the members of the subgroup that explores the intensity 
of the wish for merging, insight occurs when they recognize 
that however much they desire ever closer and closer intimacy 
there comes a moment, for each person, when closeness 
becomes too close! At this point members can explore what it 
is like to separate and experience their own sense of a separate 
self. 
 In contrast, individuation requires being able to see the 
similarities in the apparently different. This is difficult and can 
seem impossible, for those whose early experience required 
them to separate prematurely under the threat of being engulfed 
in a primary relationship. The price is an underlying experience 
of alienation and despair and the experience of being forever 
isolated and alone. 
 There is a great impact on the members of this subgroup 
to suddenly recognize that there is a whole subgroup exploring 
the conviction that they are forever alienated and alone – 
together! 

The Work Phase
  By the time the group reaches the work phase in SCT, 
members are mostly familiar with the different ways that they 
get in their own way, and are therefore much more able to 
work, relying on each other to modify restraining forces as they 

come up.
 The phases of development follow a specific sequence 
overall, which does not mean that groups don’t briefly 
experience phases out of sequence. It is this ability which 
allows members of one-day or two-day workshops to have a 
taste of all the phases.
 For example, there was a one-day workshop in England 
where the group had a good experience in the work phase. 
Before lunch, one subgroup was concerned that they did not 
understand how one could free oneself from lifetime patterns 
of behavior that kept them in their old roles, and a different 
subgroup could not see how they would ever understand the 
idea of a group-as-a-whole as a system. 
 After lunch, the group developed a fantasy of being 
different animals coming together around a watering hole. As 
the fantasy built, so members got more and more into their 
animal. 
 As the members continued to fantasize about all being 
together around the water hole, there was an astonishing 
moment when a member (who had not been able to join the 
fantasy) exclaimed “Oh my goodness, my hand has become 
a paw! No, really, I mean it! But I don’t know what animal 
it belongs to! Oh! Oh yes I do. I’m a bear!” She then became 
solid in her chair and looked just like a bear to me! She had 
been working on an old role in which she took so much 
responsibility for groups that she could hardly “bear” it. Then 
she said: “I’m not at this watering hole all alone! My bear is 
not the only one who is responsible. I’ve got a subgroup!” 
 “Me too” said another member. He had been recognizing 
his timidity and fear of speaking up in the group, using a very 
soft voice and looking very small in his chair. But, at the 
watering hole he was fully in his chair – he looked big, and 
had a presence that couldn’t be discounted. “Oh my god,” he 
said. “I’m a lion! I’m a lion and I have a roar… I have a big 
roar inside me. I’m here. I’m to be reckoned with.” He spoke 
up loudly and with conviction. The group believed him! 
 Then a third member spoke up. She had been unable to get 
the concept of the group as a system, simply could not see it. 
She was a tall, thin woman, and I had wondered if she sat in 
a way to make herself look smaller. But now she was sitting 
tall, and looking around the group with great interest. “I’m a 
giraffe” she announced. “I can see you all around the watering 
hole – and we are a system!”

hierarchy anD isomorphy
 Two important ideas influence the practice of systems-
centered therapy. The first is hierarchy and the second is 
isomorphy. 

 Hierarchy
 All systems, and in real life, all people (and all animals) 
exist in a hierarchy. In people, the hierarchy tends to develop 
as a status hierarchy, and separates those “similar to us” from 
those “different from us.” For human beings, differences are 
then ranked above us or below us.
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 There is a crucial dynamic that all people share: when 
things are too different, all of us tend to reject the difference 
and distance ourselves. Culturally, we tend to manage the 
differences between ourselves and others by assuming dominant 
or submissive roles, and, like all other animals, we create a 
hierarchy. And when acted out aggressively, our responses to 
difference make us the most destructive animals on our planet.
 As therapists, we are vulnerable to acting out this common 
human dynamic in two ways. We “care take” of our patients 
instead of helping them to discover how they can care for 
themselves… thus making them into identified patients, and 
ourselves into Dr. Sisyphus! Or we scapegoat them by thinking 
about them as if they are diagnostic categories, instead of 
people like us. This tendency is a problem for both therapists 
and patients (and all of us in everyday life).  Our innate 
responses to differences compete with the attunement and 
empathy that is essential to our work. 
 How does translating our innate human dynamics into 
system dynamics help us to address this?
 A Theory of Living Human Systems assumes that there 
is a single important and specific function that determines 
the survival, development and maturational transformations 
of all systems, and that is the process of discriminating and 
integrating differences. 
 By translating human dynamics into generalizable 
principles of system structure and function (isomorphy) we 
can discover interventions that increase appropriate boundary 
permeability to difference on the one hand, and increase the 
probability that differences will be integrated rather than 
scapegoated on the other. 
 The hierarchy of living human systems is based on an 
emergence of complexity. Discriminating and integrating 
differences opens the door to building a hierarchy based on 
resources that relate to the present and future goals, rather than 
a hierarchy based on dominant and submissive roles which 
repeat the stereotypes of the past. 

Isomorphy
 The word isomorphy means that all systems (in a defined 
hierarchy) are similar in structure and function – and that 
any intervention that is useful to one system will apply to all 
systems!
 Each system is unique because each system integrates 
the similarities and differences that emerge as part of its 
own development, and these integrations are organized into 
norms in the containing system-as-a-whole. Thus each system 
develops a set of norms that are specific to its own version of 
survival and development, and each system transforms from 
simpler to its own idiosyncratic complexity. The process is 
similar, the outcomes are unique. 
 While each living human system is unique, the dynamics 
of their structure and function are not! In short, however 
similar or different each system is to all other systems, the 
dynamics of their structure and function are always the same.
 Because all systems share the same structure and function, 

whatever intervention works for any one system will also work 
for every other system in the hierarchy. 
 The advantage of translating human responses to difference 
through the lens of isomorphy, is that any method that works 
with one system, like a patient, will also work for the dyad 
of patient and therapist, and in fact can be applied in all 
therapeutic interventions throughout the hierarchy at any level. 
Thus, whatever intervention works to influence the structure 
or function in individual therapy, will also work in couples 
therapy, marital therapy, family therapy, group therapy, and 
vice versa. 
 Those of us who experience the norms of systems-centered 
groups will recognize that the method of functional subgrouping 
makes it less likely that groups will create identified patients 
or scapegoats, and more likely that they will develop norms 
of empathic attunement and valid communication. And even 
when this method is introduced into every SCT group, and 
thus a common factor in its development, each SCT group is 
unique!

thinking aBout annihilation 
anxiety. suBgroup anyone? 
 This year’s emphasis in SCT is the reminder to us all 
(myself included) that there are both driving and restraining 
forces at the boundaries of every system.
 This, I think, is a new idea when it comes to annihilation 
anxiety. Is it possible that annihilation anxiety might have a 
goal function that vectors towards survival as well as a goal 
function of threatening survival?
 It is probable that annihilation anxiety is generated from a 
threat to life. This is true of the babies that René Spitz wrote 
about, who, isolated in their cots with propped up feeding 
bottles and little or no cuddling, simply expired from what was 
called “failure to thrive.” We also know that patients in therapy 
who survived similar infant trauma, experience annihilation 
anxiety when they reach the point in therapy where they are 
faced with the work of once again surviving (and hopefully 
integrating) the devastating, a-verbal experience of the anxiety 
that accompanied the threat to life.
 Sadly, far too often, the therapists who work with them 
in this phase are often unable to attune and empathize, thus 
repeating for the patient the isolation that generated the 
annihilation anxiety in the first place. 
 We have learned more about annihilation anxiety in the last 
fifty years from therapists who work with concentration camp 
survivors. Not only do those therapists report the challenge of 
staying attuned and empathic as the genocide victims attempt 
to integrate their experience, they also discovered that, even 
though their children’s children, and the children of their 
children’s children, did not have the experience of the camps 
themselves, nevertheless, they have the same annihilation 
anxiety as their parents, even though their parents have avoided 
communicating their experiences verbally.
 The purpose of this article is to ask the question, so how 
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could this be a driving force for survival? Do any of you who 
are reading this, want to join a subgroup to explore the idea 
that annihilation anxiety is not only the result of an annihilating 
experience that threatened survival, but also a functional, 
driving force towards survival?
 The example I am thinking of is the sense of a bonding 
and empathic community that is deeper than words, that 
occurs when survivors of annihilation get together. I include 
the bonding that takes place among strangers who meet and 
recognize a common annihilating historical experience. For 

example, two Jews or Armenians who have never met, who 
agree verbally that they are part of the history of genocide, 
even though they may be far too young to have experienced it 
themselves. Or, any encounters between strangers that result 
in the sharing of a deep heartfelt and life supporting sense of 
community.
 Is this empathic bonding between strangers who share the 
experience of annihilation anxiety, part of the life force? And 
if so, how do we frame it and how do we explain it? Can any 
of you respond with your ideas and join a subgroup?

chilD’s play - natural 
origins oF status, the sct 
authority phase anD Fuctional 
suBgrouping

-Marianne Bentzen (mariannebentzen@mac.com)

 The purpose of this article is to describe some origins of 
hierarchy, status and functional play as they are considered 
in evolutionary psychology and developmental psychology, 
and relate them to the SCT Authority Issue and functional 
subgrouping. We will start with a description of the evolutionary 
roots of hierarchy and status, with some brief comments on low 
and high status, related to the flight and fight subphases. For 
brevity’s sake, I will only mention in passing the transitional 
phases, and the defenses of tension and role locks. 

Evolution and Development as Sources of Information on 
the SCT Authority Issue
 Evolutionary psychology attempts to understand human 
nature and social behavior as a product of adaptations that have 
emerged throughout the evolution of our species. Since human 
social interactions are strongly shaped by culture, evolutionary 
theorists often draw on ethology, the scientific study of animal 
behavior, as well as brain research to identify universal social 
motivations. One of these universal motivations, found in 
all social mammals and human societies, is called social 
dominance, in which individuals as well as subgroups notice 
and respond to complex group dynamics of social status. 
Social dominance is also studied in developmental psychology. 
Interestingly, status and hierarchy have been researched in 
such relatively diverse fields as ethology, child development, 
the criminal justice system and organizational cultures, but 
to the best of my knowledge, status or authority issues have 
somehow not been integrated into a general understanding of 
personality development and psychotherapy outside SCT. In 
neuroaffective personality development, a field of interpersonal 
sociobiology, social dominance is described as a hierarchic or 
status motivation system. The term motivation system is used 

to describe related behaviors, attention patterns, emotional 
states and physiological changes.

The SCT Authority Subphases and the Human Hierarchic 
Motivation System
 The authority issue is not created by culture or by 
individual people. It is an SCT description of the expression 
of an inborn, hierarchic motivation system that human beings 
share with all other social mammals, and some social reptiles 
and fish. In human as well as animal societies (de Waal, 2006), 
culturally acceptable structures and expressions of hierarchy 
are usually transmitted and evolve through generations. In SCT, 
hierarchic social motivations are considered in the authority 
phase, and there are clear correlates between animal hierarchic 
behavior and the authority subphases. According to the SCT 
"Modifications of Restraining Forces to Group Development" 
chart (Agazarian, 2008), the restraining force in the flight phase 
is the impulse to contain dependency in an individual, the 
identified patient. Showing dependency, trust and submission 
is a common way to elicit caregiving and reduce anxiety and 
competitive tension in mammals and primates (de Waal, 1983, 
1997, 2006, Sapolsky, 1998). The retaliatory impulse is usually 
acted out by beating up a hapless subordinate, but low-ranking 
animals may also withdraw from contact and huddle in on 
themselves, showing behaviors and neurochemical changes 
similar to depression (Sapolsky, 1998, De Waal, 1983). The 
ongoing role-lock relationships that are addressed in the SCT 
fight phase, such as scapegoat-scapegoater and identified 
patient-caregiver, are well described interaction patterns in 
numerous mammals and primates (Bekoff, 2007, Goodall, 
1986, Masson & McCarthy, 1995). There are even documented 
examples of chimpanzees ganging up to attack powerful rivals 
or leaders, seriously maiming or even killing them (De Waal, 
1983). 

Learning and Development in the SCT Authority Subphases
 We share hierarchic social motivations with many 
other species, and these motivations are primarily processed 
implicitly, below conscious awareness. The goal of emotional 
development and maturation requires that we first become 

ThEory, rEsEArch And ApplicATion
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aware of feelings and impulses, making it possible to learn 
to control them and later to regulate them with empathy 
and reflection. Animals and humans alike learn awareness 
and behavior control by inhibiting primitive impulses, or 
performing certain behaviors for a later reward. The empathic 
ability to resonate with feelings, intentions, viewpoints and 
relational patterns in oneself and others, reflect on them and 
relate them to larger systems and goals is exceptionally well 
developed in humans, and is called mentalization (Fonagy et 
al, 2002, Allen & Fonagy, 2006). In terms of basic awareness 
and behavior control, the SCT authority subphases describe 
a sequence of how best to learn to modify implicit and 
non-functional behavior patterns through stringent structures, 
functional subgrouping and specific protocols. In terms of 
developing mentalization, functional subgrouping, protocols 
and reflective tools such as force fields help group members 
to become conscious of the impulses and emotions related 
to the authority issue, understand them in a greater context, 
and to develop the ability to contain and reflect on them, use 
them to work towards a common goal, build on similarities, 
and empathically integrate differences. While all of these 
abilities occur naturally in high-functioning groups and in child 
development, they are rarely if ever learned in a systematic 
fashion, and very few individuals or groups develop them all.
 The SCT phases of development seem to follow a general 
developmental sequence (Bentzen, 2012, cited in Hart, 2012, 
p. 95) in which the developing organism learns to contain 
and act prosocially with increasing levels of energy and 
complexity. For instance, interaction, rooted in the present, is 
less complex than relationship, which requires that the members 
of the relationship have an inner “working model,” leading to 
expectations, of other members based on previous interaction 
experience. In early childhood, 2-6 year olds spontaneously 
slip in and out of one-up/one-down roles in different contexts 
(Shonkoff & Phillips, eds, 2000), while more stable role locks 
seem to emerge around the age of six to eight. Around this 
age children also develop the ability to “see themselves from 
the outside,” and put themselves in the place of another, as 
well as considering consequences. Authority issue role locks 
in peer relations seem to develop around the same time as the 
cognitive skills to undo them. 
 In SCT, through the exploration and integration of 
functional subgrouping, protocols and reflection tools, the 
members can develop awareness and self-control at increasing 
levels of energy and complexity as well as increase their ability 
to reflect and mentalize. This results in an ability to recognize 
and take up functional roles and support other members as 
well as the leader in doing the same. The ability to do this can 
develop in the pre-teen and teenage years, and emerges out 
of the ability to see and be motivated by a higher goal than 
personal satisfaction. 
 In the next paragraphs we will take a look at hierarchy 
and status feelings and behaviors as they are described in 
research and relate them to the flight and fight subphases of the 
authority phase. 

The Authority Issue – Social Hierarchy and Status 
 Social status is usually defined as “priority of access to 
resources in competitive situations” (Cummins, 2005). The 
resources most commonly mentioned include food, friends, 
mates and environmental control; in group therapy, this last 
issue might include the right to open or close windows. Other 
important status priorities are the right to join in activities and 
the power to prevent disliked individuals from joining. 
 For the individual, hierarchy depends on an inner felt sense 
of the relative status of self and other. The well-adjusted social 
animal has a “gut feeling” of which other individuals must 
be treated with caution and which can be safely ignored. The 
competitive individual has a gut feeling of whom to challenge 
for a chance at higher status; obviously, challenging someone 
lower on the totem pole is at best a useless exercise. Social 
hierarchy creates a framework of social norms or ‘traffic rules’ 
for its members that determine the behavior and prerogatives 
of individual group members, based on their social status 
(Cummins, 2000, 2005). Clear and stable hierarchies seem to 
reduce the number and severity of in-group conflicts in social 
groups, allowing for generally lower overall levels of stress 
(De Waal, 1983, 1997, 2006; Sapolsky, 1998). 
 Individual status is constantly emerging through interaction 
experiences, some of which increase the interpersonal power 
differentials, while others reduce them (De Waal, 1983, 1997, 
2006; Sapolsky, 1998, Berns et al 2005). Status “feeling” among 
the members in a human group will, largely unconsciously, 
influence which members imitate which more often, which 
members are ignored or dropped when they speak and which 
members are listened to with respect. Also, both high and low 
status individuals will act to get desired resources, but high and 
low evolve different strategies and social skills to gain access 
to them. In the next paragraphs we will look at the flight and 
fight subphases in terms of status behavior. 

Low Status and the SCT Flight Subphase
 Extensive research reveals that status interactions and 
perception of status have a profound effect on the organism. 
Status loss in the forms of loss of face, threat of social 
exclusion or losing competitions all create anxiety activation 
in the amygdala, elevated stress/cortisol blood levels, elevated 
blood pressure and pulse rate (Berns et al, 2005, Chiao et al 
2009 a & b). Additionally, the individual may experience 
increased activation in the physical pain circuits in the 
insula, which processes somatic emotions, and the anterior 
cingulate cortex, which processes important interactions and 
meaning (Eisenberger, Lieberman & Williams, 2003). When 
experiencing low status, the return to resting states in blood 
pressure, pulse rate and adrenal activation is slow. For instance, 
a losing tennis player has significantly higher levels of cortisol, 
the body’s stress hormone, after the match than the winner 
(Stanton & Shultheiss, 2009, Ojala & Häkkinen, 2013). Mirror 
neuron research (Hogeveen et al, 2013) has demonstrated that, 
after journaling about a situation where they felt powerless to 
affect the outcome, individuals had strong activation of the 



Page 10 Winter 2013, Spring 2014 - Systems-Centered News

mirror neuron system when they watched a video of a boring 
movement (a hand squeezing a rubber ball). This fits with 
previous research that shows that the low-status experience 
makes us extremely sensitive to nonverbal signals from 
high-status individuals (Marsh et al, 2009). Since the mirror 
system in the perceiver activates one’s personal experience, 
the perceiver can easily merge hypersensitivity and projections 
with accurate perceptions of individuals that are experienced as 
more powerful. 
 At the experiential level, low status makes us feel 
unimportant and powerless to change our inner state and 
environment, and it lowers our sense of self-esteem and our 
faith in our ability to protect ourselves and make an impact 
on others. Typical low status behaviors include pleasing and 
appeasing higher status individuals, appealing or begging for 
favors, vigilant attention towards high ranking individuals to 
discern possible threat, and “flying under the radar” to get what 
we want and do what we want, all with greater stress levels. 
In all primates, low ranking animals engage in subterfuge 
and displays of helplessness and disinterest, such as listlessly 
chewing on a branch and hiding their discovery of a favorite 
food item from a high status animal, or acting hurt to elicit 
protection and avoid punishment (de Waal, 1983). A similar 
strategy of getting a desired resource by signaling helplessness 
or collapse may be seen in an SCT flight subgroup, when 
members continue to invite the desired leader support and 
attention by expressing fear and getting stuck when faced with 
the task of managing written protocols on their own in small 
groups. Straightforwardness and openness are not good low-
status strategies. Low status has the drawback of making you 
vulnerable to the aggressive acting out of those that are higher 
in the hierarchy, but it has the advantage of being pretty safe 
from status fights, which are often much more intense and 
violent (Sapolsky, 1998). 
 Low-status hesitancy, subservience, conflict avoidance, 
compliance and seeking protection and guidance are all 
impulses that correspond to the flight phase of SCT group 
development. In the SCT flight subphase, members acutely 
feel the risk of punishment or exclusion, and try to avoid it by 
fitting themselves into the rights, obligations, opportunities and 
prohibitions of a low rung in the hierarchy, complying with the 
boundaries of that position-as-they-understand-it and seeking 
the protection of the leader. One way of doing this is for the 
flight subgroup to try to get solid rules specified, so that they 
can obey them and feel safe. 

High Status and the SCT Fight Subphase
 High-status individuals maintain their standing by 
making unilateral decrees, displaying statements such as the 
final pronouncements on important group decisions, as well 
as advising and care-taking low-status members (Dunbar, 
1998, Cummins, 2005). Other forms of high status behavior 
include peace-keeping by breaking up conflicts between 
lower ranking individuals or actively mediating conflicts, as 
well as punishing challenging individuals and monitoring 

socially unacceptable behavior (de Waal, 1997). Winning in 
a competitive situation, social admiration and attention are all 
linked to pleasure (dopamine levels). Risk-taking is linked to 
increased testosterone and aggressive behavior in both sexes 
(Coates & Herbert, 2008, Kemper 1990, Mazur, Booth & 
Dabbs 1992). The experience of high status is also associated 
with lower stress levels and a faster return to resting states 
after conflicts or stress, as well as better sleep, a calmer resting 
heart rate, and higher serotonin levels, all of which contribute 
to feelings of greater comfort (Cummins, 2005). The mirror 
system research cited above found that after journaling about 
a situation where they had complete power over a situation, 
participants had significantly lowered mirror system activity. 
This fits with previous status research, which shows that high 
status individuals tend to feel they already have the relevant 
information and also often miss nonverbal signals from other 
group members or dismiss them as irrelevant (Cummins, 2005; 
Chiao, 2009b). 
 At the experiential level, high status makes us feel good 
and powerful, gives us a sense of self-esteem and empowers us 
to protect and impact others. 
 Typical high status behaviors include entitlement, 
expecting another to put more effort into a relationship with 
us than we put into it ourselves. They also include protecting, 
supporting and advising lower-status associates, acting out 
aggression and stress on lower-status individuals, “policing” 
group behavior and controlling the activities of other group 
members (Cummins, 2005). When we are in high-status 
positions, we are often involved in status skirmishes, since a 
high profile draws challenges to one’s position. Like low-status 
individuals, high-status individuals also engage in subterfuge. 
They manipulate appearances to maintain control and status, 
to avoid losing face and to secure their own access to desired 
resources (De Waal, 2004, Sapolsky 2000, Cummins 2005).
 Similarly, members in the SCT fight subphase typically 
experience anger, retaliatory impulses, and feelings of being 
entitled to take control of group activities, or even the feelings 
and actions of other members. They may include impatience, 
or over-responsibility, and willingness to offer protection and 
guidance. These are all high-status experiences that correspond 
to the fight phase and to role locks in system development 
(Agazarian, 1997). 
 This was a brief overview of the two main positions in 
social hierarchies, high and low status. In the next paragraphs 
we will look at the natural emergence of status behaviors and 
the elements of functional subgrouping in childhood. 

Preschool Peer Group Experience, the Authority Issue and 
Primitive Subgrouping
 In the first two years of life, the infant is primarily in 
relationship with adult caregivers, and its maturing nervous 
system evolves so it can be regulated and contained by 
the much more mature nervous system of the caregiver. In 
contrast, the two- or three-year-old begins to relate directly 
with peers, albeit with adult oversight, support and structuring. 
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In the preschool child group, the children bring pre-existing 
expectations of attachment and hierarchy in interaction, based 
on their experiences, primarily with adults. They are now faced 
with the challenge of creating a functional and satisfying play-
relationship with equals and near-equals, who have similarly 
immature brain capacities for emotional containment, attention 
span and relational interaction (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). 
 The children are interacting with each other, but frequently 
refer to the adult caregiver, who functions as a rule-giver, 
referee, emotional container, and mature group member 
helping the game along and teaching, as the situation requires. 
When you are used to interacting with a more mature and 
accomplished nervous system, relating to peers is challenging. 
Instead of depending on outer regulation, preschool children 
must find ways of jointly regulating two or more immature 
nervous systems to play well together, while relying on 
the leader to help structure the play and offer supportive 
containment (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Children use high 
or low status strategies to manage this challenge. Some 
children are prone to give up and withdraw, depending on 
the intervention of the adult to make space for them in the 
game, while other children easily take over toys and boss other 
children around. To the degree that these strategies dominate, 
peer play falls apart (Chung & Asher, 1996; Panksepp, 2004).
 Preschool play typically consists of joint role play with 
toys, or creating shared activities and fantasy stories (Hart, 
2011). Preschoolers are negotiating their own immature 
attention focus and play impulses as they try to create a level 
of interpersonal synchronization that will allow the magical 
feeling of flowing creative play to happen. A typical play 
scenario involves two to four children and might have all the 
following elements in a half-hour of play: One child starts a 
project with another child joining in. In fits and starts they 
focus together on the activity, they connect, one suggests an 
activity that loses the other, one gets distracted, one takes 
over the toy, one gives up because another child takes over 
the toy, and in between distractions and misattunements 
they rediscover common attention and synchronized play 
interactions. The process is enormously frustrating for the 
children involved (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000), and most of the 
time it is quite unclear to them what is going wrong and what 
to do about it. It is only the magical experience of how good it 
feels to have the occasional moments of attuned play with one 
or more peers that motivates the children to continue to make 
the effort. 
 Emotionally satisfying, synchronized role-play seems 
to depend on a primitive form of functional subgrouping. 
Normally developing children have already learned the skills of 
joining and building nonverbally with the caregiver in infancy, 
in a system consisting of a mature member, the caregiver, and 
an immature member, the child. The task of the preschool 
child is to bring these nascent subgrouping skills into a system 
consisting of inexperienced members. The most common way 
that children do this is by tracking the join implicitly and 
making the build explicit, as in this example with two boys: 

 Boy A: “Rrrrrr … The red fire engine is going down to the 
lake to get water for the fire hose … rrrr…”
 Boy B: “… and the yellow bus is going to the lake too, so 
all the children can go for a swim… rrrr …”
 Boy B made an implicit join and an explicit build, and 
the next exchanges will determine whether enough similarities 
emerge between the goal of the red fire engine and the goal of 
the yellow school bus for a functional subgrouping pattern to 
emerge. 
 The challenge for the participant in an SCT group in the 
Authority Phase is somewhat similar to the situation of the 
preschool child. Instead of the wholly leader-oriented, outer-
regulated context of individual psychotherapy or individual 
therapy in group settings, the participants in the SCT group 
are learning to relate to each other through the SCT “game” of 
functional subgrouping. Like natural subgrouping in preschool 
groups, functional subgrouping can create an incredibly 
satisfying system resonance when the members can get it 
to work. As with the preschool groups, the members in the 
authority phase are challenged to bring in their personal 
impulses, to further the game, as well as let go of them, in 
service of creating a shared play-feeling that is greater than any 
one member can create alone. 
 In the example of the two boys above, we see one of 
the typical challenges in attunement. The join is implicit but 
precise; the yellow school bus is heading to the lake, like 
the red fire engine, but the build is heading off in a different 
direction, involving swimming instead of fire-management. 
We might call this “joining and jumping” instead of “joining 
and building.” Boy B could also have tried various other play 
strategies, such as dropping the join and going for a high-
status, fight-phase competitive attention-grabber:
“The yellow school bus is going to Paris with ALL the children 
and ALL the firemen!” or cautiously opt for a low-status, 
flight-phase join-only: “The yellow school bus is going to the 
lake too …” 
 Accomplishing “join-and-build” is difficult. For the 
preschool child and the SCT member both, trial and error is 
the only way to train the gut feeling of resonance that is the 
foundation for good joins and converging builds. 

Middle Childhood: Game Rules, Turn-Taking and 
Reflective Skills
 Around the age of six or seven, children increasingly play 
in larger groups, where they often play rule-based games like 
“hide-and-seek,” “tag,” “jumping rope,” and team ball games. 
Unlike role play, where rules can shift flexibly according 
to the storyline, rule-based games depend on the individual 
members’ ability to agree on universal rules and manage them 
(Hart, 2011; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Chung & Asher, 
1996). 
 Turn-taking is one of the first skills to be managed in these 
games, and many children discover that when individual turns 
get too long or one child always wins, the game is not as much 
fun. This can lead to leveling the playing field by selective 
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handicapping, such as agreeing that an older child gets a longer 
batting or throwing distance in a ball game, while younger 
children have shorter ones. Another challenge in managing 
rules is the ability to abide by the rules when you are losing; 
children learn to contain the inevitable feeling of status loss 
that accompanies being tagged in tag, or not being able to 
tag anyone else, missing a ball in a ball game etc. The adult 
leader is still important as a referee, negotiator and supportive 
container for the distressed losers, but children are also able to 
play without adult oversight, largely because they are now able 
to begin to look at system impacts of group decisions about 
which rules to use and adjust their decisions. 
 Once again, the SCT member is in a similar position. 
SCT’s many protocols require adherence to a number of rules, 
and as in life, the game rules are not the same at different 
skill levels. From the first session in an SCT group, members 
are challenged to get a series of steps right in functional 
subgrouping, and they occasionally need the leader’s help to 
“not take it personally” when they fail. As the game rules of 
functional subgrouping become more practiced, the members 
begin to self-correct. This corresponds to the self-handicapping 
of children, based on shared exploration and individual ‘gut 
feeling’ of better system functioning – by taking shorter turns, 
by asking for the bits they didn’t get in the previous statement, 
by taking enough time to actually feel what their build is, etc. 
 During school hours, many teachers encourage their 
classes to discuss issues of general interest, and one common 
way to encourage some coherence in the class discussion is 
to have every child who speaks give a brief reflection of the 
previous speaker’s statement. This is one of the first times 
children are systematically trained in explicit joining. 
 Unfortunately, the build now falls by the wayside, since 
school children are generally encouraged to embrace a dialectic 
tradition of opposites, with teacher statements in the early 
grades such as: “Mary thinks that the story about the dog that 
got lost is the best because the dog got help to come home 
again. Does anyone have another story they like better?” 
Intervention towards dialectic dialogue creates either a climate 
of a series of monologues or a sort of battle of ‘the best story’, 
a situation that we know well from adult organizations as well 
as politics. 

Summary
 Hierarchic motivations and status dynamics are a biological 
reality for human beings. In the natural group, fight and flight 
subgroups are usually fairly stable and stereotypical, and the 
defense patterns that are systematically modified through 
the systems-centered phases of development are mingled 
with defenses against separation and individuation as well 
as defenses against historical knowledge, common sense and 
the present context. However, human systems and individuals 
have naturally occurring developmental skills that integrate 
and modify hierarchy, building on the functional elements 
of status and authority and containing or transforming the 
destructive impulses. From the developmental perspective, 

the brilliant thing about functional subgrouping is that it takes 
two cornerstones of human micro-interactions, joining and 
building, that are learned in infancy and practiced somewhat 
separately in middle childhood, and puts them together in a 
form that can be described as a set of game rules, consciously 
trained and practiced for implicit fluency. Like all new 
languages, functional subgrouping works best when it becomes 
an unselfconscious vessel of shared meaning and discovery. 
The challenge that emerges with functional subgrouping is 
to make space for all the system subgroups, to discover the 
current identity of the group-as-a-whole. This challenge cannot 
be addressed without some form of respectful space for the 
different voices of the group. 
 The SCT group has a map of development and a number 
of methods to negotiate the delicate process of empowering 
the low status flight subgroup and supporting the fight 
subgroup to discover both the valuable information held by 
the flight subgroup and the vulnerability and grief under the 
anger. SCT is one of the few psychotherapy systems to give a 
coherent suggestion of how to become aware of status-related 
feelings, contain them and integrate them in individuals and 
in groups. Functional subgrouping is the key tool in this task. 
From the developmental perspective, functional subgrouping 
takes the explicit ability to reflect another that is practiced in 
early school age, links it to the explicit ability to build that 
the child naturally develops in preschool role play, and asks 
SCT members to practice this combination enough that they 
can deepen their verbal process to access the lovely nonverbal 
flow common to the join-and-build of the caregiver-infant 
relationship, good preschool play, teenage group reflections 
about life and whole-hearted adult relationships. 
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an sct harm reDuction 
approach

-Neal Spivack (neal.spivack@va.gov)

Harm Reduction in Context
 The AIDS epidemic of the 1980’s was fueled, in part, by 
injecting drug users (IDU) who were HIV positive, sharing 
needles (Burack & Bangsberg, 1998; Committee on a National 
Strategy for AIDS & Institute of Medicine, 1986; Schoenbaum 
et al., 1989). Although drug treatment was effective in reducing 
the rates of HIV transmission for IDU (Metzger, Navaline, & 
Woody, 1998), a large portion of IDU were not being reached 
by substance abuse treatments (Booth, Crowley, & Zhang, 
1996; Committee on a National Strategy for AIDS & Institute 
of Medicine, 1986). In addition, treatment drop-out rates 
(Booth, Crowley, & Zhang, 1996) and remission rates (Farrell, 
Gowing, Marsden, Ling & Ali, 2005) for IDU were very high. 
The need to have greater impact on the health risk posed 
by injected drug use created an opportunity and an urgency 
to expand the range of treatment approaches offered. One 
alternative approach was Harm Reduction (HR). Originating 
in Europe in the 1980’s (Marlatt, 1998), Harm Reduction 
brought pragmatic strategies to reach this marginalized and 
stigmatized population. The intervention most associated with 
Harm Reduction was needle exchange programs. By providing 
injecting users with clean needles in exchange for their used 
ones and with materials to disinfect needles (e.g. bleach), 
harm reductionists reduced infection rates (National Research 
Council, & Institute of Medicine, 1995). 
 Needle exchanges were (and still are) controversial and 
often illegal, since they were seen (and often still are seen) by 
traditional substance abuse treatments and law enforcement 
as enabling and condoning drug use. “Just Say No,” was the 
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treatment of choice in the 1980’s, and abstinence was largely 
the only acceptable goal and outcome. Handing out clean 
needles was a direct admission that some people will say yes 
to drugs or yes, at least for now. 

Making Space for a Difference
 HR was a radical alternative to traditional abstinence 
recovery programs. Instead of pushing the 12-steps and 
monitoring abstinence with random drug screening, 
substance users were offered workshops on safer drug use, 
HIV education and testing, clean needles, and condoms. In 
traditional programs, “addicts” were expected to follow the 
sequential 12-steps (e.g., “work the steps”) and accept spiritual 
and abstinence tenets. Those who did not were criticized as 
“running their own program.” For harm reductionists, “running 
your own program” was praiseworthy. HR accepted a wide 
range of goals, promoting any positive change. Abstinence 
was fine as a goal; but so was safer drug use. Given the wide 
range of alternative goals, individuals had to identify their own 
path to reducing harm in their lives. Indeed, they needed to run 
their own program! By providing a more accepting and client-
centered approach, HR aimed to help “consumers” craft their 
own adaptive and pragmatic strategies.  
 The need for alternatives to abstinence based, 12-step 
approaches has continued to grow. Studies have shown that 
very few people actually attend AA style programs (Kaskutas, 
2009; Tatarsky as related in Marlatt, 1998). In contrast to the 
traditional take on alcoholism, epidemiological data has shown 
that the majority of people who get better do so on their own 
(NIAAA Spectrum, 2009). Another important finding has been 
that many people drink moderately after they have recovered 
from problems with using alcohol and do not fall back into 
alcohol dependence. According to the NIAAA data, there are 
two prevalent patterns of alcohol dependence. The largest 
group, approximately 70%, had a single episode of alcohol 
dependence, lasting about 4 years. The remaining 30% have 
the chronic, relapsing type of illness that we most associate 
with alcoholism. Given this 70:30 split and the fact that most 
people getter better on their own, we may be sending the wrong 
message if we say that everyone with alcohol dependence 
needs to be in treatment. In addition, because many people 
with alcohol problems recover on their own and go on to drink 
moderately, many people with alcohol problems may feel that 
they don’t belong in programs with a disease-model orientation 
that require that them to label themselves as having a chronic, 
relapsing disease and to commit to never drinking again. 
 Two other aspects of AA/abstinence based programs are 
driving the need for alternative treatment approaches. The first 
is a drop in the degree of religious affiliation in the United 
States (“‘No Religion’ on the Rise…”, 2012). Even prior 
to this change, many people with substance use problems 
felt discomfort with the religious/spiritual orientation of 
12-step programs. If we hope to provide treatment to younger 
people, who as a cohort are less religious, we have to provide 
alternatives that are not wedded to spirituality. Second, 
psychotherapy research has identified an important therapeutic 

factor that is antithetical to the 12-step’s emphasis on accepting 
one’s powerlessness. The work of Bandura (1997) and Ryan 
and Deci (2000) demonstrates the importance of emphasizing 
self-efficacy rather than powerlessness.

Harm Reduction and SCT: Joining around Similarities
 HR, with its focus on the individual, has (with some 
exceptions, e.g. Little, 2006) had difficulty employing the 
group as a vehicle for achieving greater health. AA and other 
12-step programs, despite the aforementioned barriers, have 
been better at using the group to support change (Kaskutus, 
2009). Group treatment has much to offer individuals with 
substance use problems, including opportunities to give and 
receive support from others and chances to learn from others 
who share similar problems and goals (Yalom and Leszcz, 
2005). Group therapy can also provide an excellent venue to 
explore and ameliorate various social factors involved in the 
problematic use of substances, such as stigma and relationship 
conflicts. 
 To utilize the power of the group in treating individuals 
with substance use problems, this clinician has incorporated 
the Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS) and Systems-
Centered Treatment (SCT) (Agazarian, 1997) in running HR 
groups. Both TLHS (the theoretical basis of SCT) and HR 
have an optimistic view about people’s capacities. TLHS 
incorporates this in its definition of the function of systems: “All 
living human systems survive, develop, and transform from 
simple to complex through an ongoing process of recognizing 
differences and integrating them” (Agazarian, 1997, p. 41). HR 
also expresses a positive outlook on human potential, seeing 
people as seeking to live healthier lives as well as having the 
capacity to make choices to live healthier lives (Marlatt, 1998). 
TLHS and HR also both posit that people need the help of 
systems and/or access to sufficient resources to achieve their 
potential. Those resources, for HR practitioners, can include 
materials (e.g. condoms) and education. For TLHS, resources 
are information, and one of the objects of SCT is to increase 
human systems’ permeability to new information. Finally, 
both TLHS and HR address the influence of other systems on 
individuals. TLHS defines systems as hierarchical, in which 
“every system in the hierarchy exists in the environment above 
it and is the environment of the system below it” (Agazarian, 
1997, p 21). In HR, legal, cultural, ethnic, and other societal 
factors, and related experiences of bias and stigma, play a role 
in maintaining drug use (Marlatt, 1998). 

Integrating Harm Reduction and SCT
 The remainder of this paper will address the specifics 
of adapting SCT to run a HR group to treat people with 
substance use problems. The author will discuss how SCT 
interventions (functional subgrouping, vectoring, boundarying, 
and contextualizing) can be implemented and translated to the 
context of working with clients struggling with substance use. 
 Functional subgrouping (Agazarian, 1997), a central 
method in SCT in which members of a group join each other 
around similarities, is also central to the application of SCT 
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in a HR context. As SCT practitioners know, people often 
prefer to join around differences. Among drug users, there can 
be a great number of differences, including different stages 
of recovery (Prochaska, DiClemente, & Norcross, 1992), 
divergent attitudes toward AA and abstinence, and type and 
pattern of drug use. With time and the proper training, members 
often become receptive to connecting around similarities. This 
leader has found the “rowing” metaphor, in describing the 
act of subgrouping, to be very helpful. Instead of “shouting 
instructions from the shore,” participants are encouraged to 
“row together.” It can be a challenge to get buy-in to use 
subgrouping; members often resent the convention of having 
to join around similarities. The leader has explained the 
subgrouping process as consistent with HR; instead of doing 
a “deep dive” members are asked to move more slowly and to 
pay more careful attention to other members. Members may 
resent taking slower steps, but change may be more feasible 
when members are asked to adopt realistic goals and take small 
incremental steps. Another important message to convey about 
subgrouping is that this convention can reduce the time that 
people spend defending and justifying themselves. Members, 
when they are understood, have more energy available to 
consider alternatives and different experiences.
 The SCT-HR clinician also uses contextualizing 
interventions (Agazarian, 1997; Agazarian & Gantt, 2000), 
which orient the member to their context and help members to 
identify the nature of the system in which they are members 
and their role in that system. The leader frames the group 
through identifying the group’s purpose as helping people 
to lead “healthier lives.” Leading a healthier life is defined 
as broadly as possible and can include abstinence, moderate 
substance use, or safer substance use. Members are invited to 
broaden their concept of “healthier” to include non-substance 
use changes, e.g. improved social lives. In defining “healthier,” 
the group also distinguishes itself from the AA/abstinence-
based system. 
 Contextualizing is particularly important when running 
a harm reduction SCT group, given that participants have 
often had experience with traditional programs and may have 
adopted the 12-step system’s approach to achieving sobriety. 
Group participants who advise others in the group to strive 
towards abstinence or follow the 12-steps or use terms such as 
“denial” are operating within a traditional 12-step/abstinence 
system. 
 For that reason, members need to be oriented to the Harm 
Reduction approach, which recognizes that there are many 
ways to improve health and support members’ individual 
goals, which, as noted above, can include safer substance use, 
moderate use, or abstinence. 
 Boundarying, or “locating the group and its members in 
time and space” (Agazarian, 1997, p. 63), is another task of the 
SCT-HR leader. He or she boundaries by informing attendees 
that the group is a drop-in group and that participants are the 
ones who decide how often they should attend. Clarifying that 
the group is a drop-in group is also contextualizing, because it 
distinguishes the HR group from 12-step groups (new members 

of 12-step groups are encouraged to attend 90 meetings in 90 
days). The SCT-HR leader also boundaries by making it clear 
that people who are under the influence of drugs or alcohol 
may attend the group as long as they do not excessively disrupt 
the functioning of the group. This can also be a contextualizing 
intervention, since many traditional abstinence based programs 
do not allow members to attend if they are high. 
 Finally, SCT-HR clinicians vector the energy of participants 
across the boundary of the group (Agazarian, 1997). One way 
that the author vectors is through establishing a group rule 
that forbids advice until the last 10-15 minutes of the group. 
Instead, members are directed to see if they can identify with 
what the other person is experiencing (subgrouping) and to 
identify what feelings they are having when they have an 
impulse to offer advice. [Banning advice is supported by 
outcome research on group drug counseling (Crits-Christoph 
et al., 2012), which has shown that advice giving negatively 
predicts outcome.]

Case Examples
 This leader has found the experience of introducing 
SCT norms into his substance misuse groups to be both 
challenging and productive, as is illustrated by the following 
clinical example. One attendee, “Chief,” had a long history of 
substance misuse and criminality. Relative to his past behavior, 
however, he was doing quite well, maintaining his sobriety 
and earning a certificate as a substance abuse counselor. He 
had a traditional view of recovery, seeing abstinence as the 
only goal and the 12-steps as the only approach. His original 
pattern in the group was to advise and lecture members who 
were using drugs and/or alcohol that they needed to attend 
meetings and get a sponsor. It was never clear in the group, 
however, what the Chief’s goals were with respect to himself. 
His lack of clear person-system goals was similar with his 
being unclear about the group’s goals as well. The leader, in 
SCT style, saw that training group members was part of his 
role. He recognized the Chief’s expertise but also informed the 
Chief that this group was different than a 12-step, abstinence 
based group (contextualizing). The Chief was instructed in the 
fundamentals of subgrouping, e.g. joining around similarities, 
reflecting the essence of a member’s contribution. Although 
he found it difficult to let go of his advice-giving counselor 
role, the Chief became better at subgrouping, less isolated in 
the group, and showing a wider range of affect. In addition, the 
group learned about the Chief; that he tended to be a caretaker 
and was not leading a balanced life. The group supported his 
efforts at rebalancing his life, e.g. adding in leisure activities, 
which he found reduced his experience of stress and caused 
him to have fewer urges to drink. 
 In another example, a veteran with PTSD, Mr. EZ, 
presented instances of people taking advantage of him and 
influencing him to use drugs. He described an incident in 
which a female friend had visited him, telling him, “I’ve got 
something special for you.” The friend proceeded to give the 
vet a bottle of opiate pain killers. Although the vet did not use 
the pain killers (because they were not his “brand”), he was 
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surprised at how easily he had been influenced. He planned to 
respond to his “friend” in the future by ignoring her and hoping 
that she would get the message that he didn’t want to be around 
her. The group pointed out to Mr. EZ that his message was 
ambiguous, and that his friend might react to his silence by 
moving even closer to him.
 As an intervention, the group both subgrouped and 
boundaried around Mr. EZ’s situation. At the direction of the 
leaders, members practiced making a clear distinction between 
joining and building, noting that in subgrouping, joining 
involves attuning to another person, and building requires 
separating and bringing in a person’s own energy. Members 
were directed to clearly distinguish between the joining and 
building phases of subgrouping, explicitly separating from the 
other person by saying goodbye and waving. By making a clear 
boundary between one’s own person system and the person 
system of another, the goal was to strengthen Mr. EZ’s skill 
at closing his boundaries to others and empower him to refuse 
an offer of drugs. Many recovery programs try to achieve 
a similar goal when they teach “refusal skills” (e.g. Monti, 
Kadden, Rohsenow, Cooney, & Abrams, 2002). 

Satisfactions, Disappointments, Surprises, Learnings, 
Leading Edges…
 This provider has found the SCT-HR approach to be 
rewarding and helpful in assisting people who are misusing 
substances with their goal of leading healthier lives. Although 
introducing a relatively structured approach has been a 
challenge, the author has been surprised and satisfied with 
how many group attendees have adjusted well to the structure 
and made good use of the group. He has also been satisfied 
with how SCT and HR have fit together and how SCT and 
TLHS have informed the HR approach. Another satisfaction 
and surprise has been the receptivity from mental health and 
primary care practitioners; many practitioners like having a 
treatment alternative for people who want to reduce the harm 
that they experience from substance use and that does not ask 
them to commit to abstinence or 12-steps. 
 After running this group for about three years, the author 
still feels that it is early in adaptation process; new SCT 
“wrinkles” continue to be introduced almost on a weekly 
basis. Although he is satisfied with the integration process, 
the author has been disappointed that he has little more than 
anecdotal reports with which to judge the effectiveness of the 
group. Given the drop-in nature of the group, more often than 
not, the author does not know how people are faring after they 
have stopped “dropping in.” Better tracking of attendees or 
even outcome research would help to answer this question. 
Before formal research can be conducted, a standard protocol 
for conducting SCT-HR groups would need to be developed. 
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a management team uses 
Force FielDs

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

 “We learn a lot from SCT,” says Hans Hofman, who 
works in the subsidiary of an international company producing, 
servicing and selling office machines. “I’m the managing 
director and that helps. It’s easier for me to introduce changes.”
 Hans started his SCT training four years ago, when he 
attended the annual Systems-Centered Training Week in York, 
England and joined an Ongoing SCT Group in the Netherlands. 
After about a year, he started introducing changes in the way 
the management team worked. “I don’t make a big deal about 
it,” he says. “I make a proposal and say, what if we try this for 
a while? If it works for us, we keep doing it. If not, we let it 
go.” And he smiles his joyous grin.
 Hans has proposed to improve the structure of meetings by 
setting an agenda with clear time boundaries around each item 
and authorizing the chair person of each meeting to keep them. 
For each agenda item, it is clear beforehand whether the goal is 
to exchange information and which decisions need to be made. 
 In one of every two bi-weekly meetings of two and a half 
hours, about an hour is reserved for process work: “We look at 
how we are doing  and how the work goes”, says Hans. “And 
we decided to take turns with the role of chairperson of the 
management team meeting”, he adds. “When the meeting 
structure is clear, it’s also clear what the job of the chair is. It 
makes no sense to do it myself all the time.”
 By clarifying its work context and its goals and roles, 
the management team has grown stronger as a work group. 
“The effect is great: participants are much more involved 
in meetings, they are much more engaged in cooperating to 
produce outcomes that work.” 
 Another innovation Hans introduced, is using the Force 
Field in the reflection round at the end of each meeting. “We 
used to end each meeting with a ten minute reflection round, 
exchanging opinions on how the meeting went. I proposed to 
use this round to create a Force Field on what helped and what 
got in the way of having a productive management meeting.”
 Hans refers to the Modified Force Field developed by 
Yvonne Agazarian (1988) to help groups reflect on where they 
are in their development. Practically, a Force Field is a sheet of 
paper with two columns, one for the driving forces and one for 

the restraining forces in relation to the work goals of the group. 
The group lists behaviors they notice in the meeting and their 
impact on the work of the group, then decides where these go: 
under driving or under restraining forces. Thus, the Force Field 
is a snapshot of where the group is, created by its members.
 “Today, for example, we noticed all members of the team 
were present as everybody had returned from their holidays. 
We listed that as a driving force. We also noticed we stuck to 
our agreed work structure, and the chair intervened when we 
diverged. Another driving force. Yet we ran out of time, as we 
didn’t choose a time keeper for this meeting. Not choosing a 
time keeper was a restraining force.”
 In the first few meetings, Force Fields like these helped 
meet the goals of the reflection round. Then, Hans invited the 
board to point out one restraining force that would be easy to 
undo. “The management team didn’t like this at first,” says 
Hans. “They wanted to choose the restraining force most 
important to undo, usually a hard one.”
 “I invited them to consider that changing an organization 
is hard. We all know how exhausting it can be to focus our 
energy on the things that are hardest to change, time and again 
discovering that change is slow or hasn’t occurred. If we 
choose an easy restraining force, I argued, changes will come 
easier and be more fun. And making these changes successfully 
will energize us to take the next steps.” 
 The management team gave it a try.
 “We now use the Force Field to choose one restraining 
force that seems easy to undo in the next two weeks at the 
end of each bi-weekly meeting. In seven out of ten times, we 
succeed in making the change”, Hans says. “And that does 
have an impact on the confidence of the management team that 
it can make changes when needed.”
 In this week’s management team meeting, the team 
decided to choose a time keeper in each of its future meetings. 
If it works for them, they will keep doing it, and if it doesn’t, 
they’ll try something else. 
 In that same meeting, the team noticed how they’d come 
a long way in the past three years. “We ran out of time,” they 
said, “but that doesn’t even look like how we lost ourselves in 
our discussions a few years ago. Thanks to our clarity about 
agenda items and the decisions involved, and thanks to the 
participants being involved and open to each other, cooperating 
with each other and with the chair.” 
 And thanks to the Modified Force Field, Hans’ proposal to 
use it, and the management team making it work.
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shiFting systems: From person, 
to consulting, to Workshop 
co-presenter

-Katarina Billman (Katarina@billmanenquist.se) for the 
co-presenter system of Björn Hedberg and Katarina Billman

 A good year ago, I presented a workshop at the 
Organizational SCT Conference in Stockholm together with 
Björn Hedberg, who had been my client in an Organizational 
Development project. Moving from our consultant-client 
system in the project to our system of workshop co-presenters 
proved to be quite a journey. The goal of this article is to 
share this experience with you, hopefully inspiring some of 
you to consider explore building fun and innovative SCT 
organizational workshops from what you learned in your 
consultant-client systems.
 The idea of the workshop came in the fall of 2011, as I 
began to explore ideas for the first international organizational 
SCT conference in Stockholm. I wanted to find out how to 
create a workshop that would align with the vision of the 
organizational conference: to spread SCT in Organizational 
Development circles and to contribute to using SCT theory and 
techniques in the world of organizations. 

Structured Dialogues
 I began by asking myself; “what types of structured 
dialogues take place on a regular basis in most midsize to 
large organizations?” Immediately, Performance Appraisals 
(PA) and Individual Development Plans (IDP) came to mind, 
dialogues which take place on a regular basis between 
managers and the employees who report to them. 
 I then formulated my understanding of the goal for IDP 
systems in SCT language: “To facilitate the transfer of person 
system energy/information across the boundary into member 
role and to identify next steps as a member during the year 
ahead, to support reaching organizational goals”. And I 
remembered from employee satisfaction surveys in various 
companies that employees often were dissatisfied with their 
IDP meeting. Sometimes it was worse: they did not know 
whether they even had one. 

What my Client Thought
 One day I had lunch with a client, Björn, with whom I had 
worked with in my role of organizational consultant some years 
back. I asked him if he thought that the IDP dialogues in his 
work unit supported the goals of the unit and the organization. 
He answered that these dialogues, from his experience, often 
tended to focus on employee satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 
Relating these personal experiences to the work role within the 
context of the organization and its goals was often a missing 
link. 
 We were curious whether we could improve the quality of 
IDP dialogues using tools inspired by SCT. This resulted in a 

consulting contract with Björn’s organization. The client goal 
for the assignment was to improve the effectiveness of IDP 
dialogues in a work unit in relation to its work goals. In SCT 
we call the chosen level of intervention in a system hierarchy 
“the target system”, and we agreed that in our case, the target 
system would be the individual manager role. This meant I 
would work with the manager, not with his team.

Building our Consultation System 
 The client had a very limited budget for the project. We 
were both curious to see what effect a few SCT-consultations 
with the unit manager would have on the effectiveness of IDP 
meetings in the unit. We decided to have one preparatory 
information exchange meeting over the phone with the goal of 
orienting each other to the context, goal and roles. After that 
we met for three face to face meetings, and the assignment 
ended with a follow-up meeting. Between each meeting the 
client, in his people manager role, carried out one to three IDP 
sessions. By the time of the follow-up meeting all seven IDP’s 
with staff members had taken place. 
 On this basic structure we began building our consultation 
system, which would work in parallel with the manager-
employee IDP systems. In our system, we explored the driving 
and restraining forces that the consultee, in his manager role, 
identified in relation to the goal of building a functional system 
for the IDP talks. In SCT, a basic theoretical assumption is that 
systems are nested in a hierarchy and are similar in structure 
and function; therefore, behaviors and experience are often 
similar in each level of the system. We call this isomorphy. 
Here isomorphy was observed in the behaviors in both the 
consulting system and the system of manager-employee (IDP 
system). Both systems worked to reduce the restraining forces 
of not sticking to the agreed time structure (here a flight 
behavior). Both systems also faced the challenge of reducing 
restraining forces which typically appear in early phases of 
systems development: vagueness and information overflow in 
communication. 

Three Simple Tools
 In my consultant role I trained the client to use three tools 
for system intervention:
1. Role, Goal & Context. We clarified the context for the 

assignment, its goal and our respective roles. Shifting from 
person to member role was introduced at the beginning of 
the first face to face session as we worked to name and 
undo distractions which interfered with crossing to cross 
the boundary from person to member in the consultation. 

2. Noise reduction. In SCT, “noise” is a barrier that gets in the 
way of effective information transfer and communication. 
Three types of noise are predominant in living human 
systems: ambiguity, redundancy, and contradictions. In 
the consulting system, the client was trained to improve 
his skills in identifying and reducing noise in our 
communications here and now. He learned to become alert 
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to his favorite personal noise pattern and to reduce it. He 
then identified typical noise patterns in the various systems 
of IDP meetings and formulated strategies to reduce these 
patterns in favor of specificity, being concise, and building 
on similarities first. 

3. Force Fields. We started to use force fields in our first 
session as a way to collect information of what the 
consultee, in his manager role, already did that helped 
the system of IDP to move toward its explicit goals, and 
what behaviors hindered reaching these goals. He then 
formulated his own strategy to use force fields as one of 
the structures in the IDP sessions. Asking “What is helping 
you to effectively contribute in your work role to the goals 
of our work unit?” “What is getting in the way for you 
to contribute effectively?” The consultee also used force 
fields between our meetings to track his own behavior in 
relation to the goals he had set for each IDP. 

Crossing a Boundary 
 We ended the project assignment in March 2012. As 
we met again about two months later, we made explicit that 
as we moved from our system of IDP consultation to our 
system of conference co-presenters, we crossed a boundary. 
This provoked some anxiety in our person systems. Each of 
us quietly made negative predictions, we then shared these 
and were glad to have a subgroup of feeling anxious! We 
discovered that our negative predictions disappeared after 
normalizing our experience together: “We are doing something 
new together that we have never done before, so it is normal to 
feel some turbulence…”

Building our Workshop Structure 
 After this, we experienced increasing comfort in taking 
up our co-presenter roles as we started to collect relevant 
information from the IDP for the workshop planning. We 
formulated the goal for the workshop: “Sharing experiences 
from a project we worked in together, to improve the 
effectiveness of IDP dialogues in a work unit inspired by SCT 
theory and tools”. 
 Next we clarified the context for the workshop. We 
reminded ourselves that the participants would come from 
different subgroups of professionals: organizational consultants, 
managers and employees. We wanted each of these subsystems 
to be able to take something useful from the workshop. We 
did not want to create a workshop for just consultants or just 
managers.
 We came up with a workshop structure (1 h 45 min) with 
three parts: 
• Introduction: After naming the goal, roles and context for 

this workshop, Björn presented the context and challenges 
in his organization and its isomorphy with the challenges 
in the system of his work unit, as well as the organizational 
routines and guidelines for IDP dialogues. 

• Exploration: We asked workshop participants to explore 
in subgroups how systems thinking could facilitate the 

process of planning and building functional IDP sessions 
based on the given context. We asked participants to 
explore either from the perspective of people manager, 
consultant or employee. We decided to put this exploration 
early in the workshop, to encourage members taking up an 
active role of exploration. We surfaced the fact that there 
were different levels of SCT experience in the group and 
that all participants could add value to the exploration. 
Afterwards each subgroup shared their learnings with the 
group as a whole. We then presented how we had been 
working with role, goal & context, force fields and noise 
reduction in the assignment.

• Learnings: At the end of the workshop, Björn shared 
his learnings in his manager role from the consulting 
assignment and said that:

1. He gradually improved his skills to build a functional 
meeting structure supporting the meeting goal AND the 
available time. This meant he had reduced the restraining 
force of information overflow by having a smaller number 
of agenda items in each IDP.

2. He learned how to have the meeting goal in mind at 
all times, and still watch and intervene on the process 
(reducing specific noisy communications) in each IDP 
system. 

3. He learned that spending more time on preparation for IPD 
meetings helped him to take and keep the leader role of the 
IDP meeting, with the result of a more effective meeting. 

4. He discovered the usefulness of evaluation after each 
IDP. “As I used the satisfaction scale 1-10 at the end of 
the meeting, our IDP system moved from leader active to 
system active. I asked the employee what he could do next 
time we met, to be more satisfied with the meeting.” 

5. The technique of offering forks in the road proved 
effective to reduce the noise caused by contradictions and 
information overflow in the IDP system. “By letting the 
employee decide what was most critical to work on first, 
given the time limitation, increased the active participation 
of each employee in IDP meetings.” 

Learning from Our Experience
 After the workshop, Björn and I met to learn from the 
experience. We agreed that in our co-presenter role, we 
managed structure and time better than we had done in our 
consultation system. With the learnings from the consultation 
system, we had a second chance to cooperate in the workshop 
context, and we actively managed to reduce the restraining 
forces related to structure that we identified in the consultation 
system. 
 However, we did not quite manage reducing the noise 
of information overflow in the co-presenter system. We 
hypothesized that we put more information into the workshop 
system than members could integrate. This was actually 
isomorphic with the situation in the client organization in 
relation to IDP’s as we started the project. And it was also 
confirmed in the evaluations we received from participants 
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after the workshop. Participants much appreciated the clear 
demonstration of how SCT could be used in a real organizational 
setting, but asked for more time in the workshop to participate 
actively by exploring and integrating new information.
 There is still much for us to learn on how to form and 
build a functional co-presenter system, crossing the boundary 
from a consulting system. One thing we know: It was worth the 
energy and time to do this together. We had fun and we learned 
together, and we believe that we contributed towards the vision 
of the organizational conference. 
We also hope that this text will inspire potential co-presenters 
to continue the exploration of building OD workshops from the 
experiences of working together in other contexts. 
 Anyone else?

reD is not the proBlem
-Anita Simon (anitasimon1@yahoo.com)

 At a recent meeting, a SAVI® trainee asked me: “Is it 
OK for me to tell the wife of a couple that she is the problem, 
because she is always using Red behaviors?” The question 
made me think back to the original SAVI method of organizing 
coded SAVI data, using a technique that would have made it 
clear to him that his question was obviously meaningless at 
best, and probably harmful to the clients. Let me explain.
 Originally, in 1964, SAVI stood for Sequential Analysis 
of Verbal Interaction. Each coding stood for a pair of verbal 
behaviors in a dialogue rather than a single behavior from that 
dialogue (1). To illuminate, look at the dialogues below: 

 In the current SAVI coding grid, two codes would be 
entered for each sample dialogue above, one for each behavior. 
In the original Sequential Analysis method, only one code 
would be entered for each pair of verbal behaviors. So each 
tally in the grid stands for two behaviors, and an Attack/Blame 
coding shows up in a different square than an Attack/Feeling-
Question coding.

 So why bother with coding sequences of pairs of behaviors? 
For one thing it illustrates a main tenet of SAVI: that there are 
no “good” or “bad” behaviors. If you, or a client, note that a 
certain behavior such as Attack is occurring so frequently that 
it is becoming a problem, you can see on the Sequential Grid 
which responses tend to increase or decrease the use of that 
problem behavior. 
 Any SAVI Grid shows problem patterns, but does not 
identify a problem person. The Sequential Grid can be used to 
help the couple find new productive patterns of communication. 
 SAVI Sequence Pair data gives feedback that lets the 
user determine if their communication behaviors are meeting 
their goal. If my goal as a prosecuting attorney is to win my 
case, then if skillfully using red/avoidant Leading Questions 
with a hostile witness elicits data to win my cases, then it is 
a “good” behavior for my purposes. However, if my goal, for 
example as a manager, is to find out “what’s going on” in an 
interdepartmental dispute, then asking Leading Questions is 
not likely to be a “good” behavior to use to gather the data 
I need. Factual, Broad, or Feeling Questions are more likely 
to give me that information. The only way to find out for 
sure which behaviors are “good” in a specific situation, is to 
experiment to see what response results.
 When I hear a client couple talking themselves into 
trouble, in my mind I listen for what I’ve named SAVI 
“alerts.” These are communication patterns that extensive 
clinical experience and research have shown to be sequences of 
behaviors which increase the chances that information will not 
be exchanged, and that bad feelings will result. Many of you 
have discussed “alerts” in SAVI workshops. Some common 
sequences include:

• Attack-Attack (or its cousin, Attack-Self Defend)
• Yes, but – Yes, but
• Complain – Complain
• Opinion – Opinion
• Questions followed by a non-answer

 Initial interviews with clients, not to mention meetings 
with upset customers, spouses, or kids, are usually heavily 
laced with alerts, most of which start with an Avoidance (Red) 
behavior. What makes the difference in outcome is not the 
amount of Red in the total dialogue. What matters in making the 
outcome positive (that is, creating a therapeutic environment or 
producing a satisfied customer or happy family) is how the 
information embedded in the red behavior is responded to! 
What is the response paired with the Red behavior? We look 
to see if Red is followed by yellow or green behaviors rather 
than Red followed by Red. Shifting paired patterns from Red-
Red to Red-Yellow/Green changes the overall communication 
climate, which changes the potential for both satisfaction and 
effectiveness.
 If the mechanics of building a sequential matrix, or 
gridding paired behaviors, is not your interest, the important 
take-away from this article is thinking about the pairing of 

TWO SAMPLE 
DIALOGUES

CURRENT 
SAVI  
CODING

SEQUENTIAL 
(ORIGINAL)  
SAVI CODING

DIALOGUE #1 
Harry: My boss is such a 
jerk.

  
Attack Attack/Blame

Carla: Well, what do you 
expect when you keep 
turning your projects in 
late?

Blame

DIALOGUE #2
Harry: My boss is such a 
jerk.

Attack Attack/Feeling 
Question

Carla: Would it help to talk 
about it?

Feeling 
Question
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each behavior in your dialogues with its response, in contrast to 
the current SAVI coding where each tally scores only a single 
behavior. Even though the sequential matrix turned out to be 
too cumbersome to feasibly use in clinical practice, sequential 
pair information is vitally useful, and in fact, informed my 
first introduction of SAVI to clients. In my early work with 
couples, I found I was listening for the particular repeated 
sequence pairs that were causing problems, which became the 
basis of many of the current “alerts” we work with. I then used 
that information to help the couple focus on what behaviors 
they were using to respond to behaviors of their partners that 
annoyed them. For example, let’s look at some of the behavior 
that the trainee was using that triggered his original question: 
“Is the wife to blame because she’s always using Red?” 

– Husband: “My boss asked me to stay late at the last minute.” 
(Personal Information Current)
 
– Wife: “I’m fed up with your excuses for missing dinner.” 
(Attack)

– Husband: “I know. I just don’t know how to make it up to 
you.” (Self-defense)

– Wife: “Try coming home when you say you will!” (Attack)

– Husband: “I’ve been home on time for the last 3 nights. I’m 
working very hard.” (Self-defense).

– Wife: “I’m fed up with not being able to depend on you!” 
(Attack)

– Husband: “I’m working so hard to support you and the kids; 
I don’t know how to do better. I don’t understand what more 
you want.” (Self-defense)
 
– Wife: “And you also don’t seem to understand how hard it is 
for me and the children to expect a nice dinner with you and to 
be constantly disappointed.” (Attack)

 Here the music of attack, self-defend, attack, self-defend 
comes zinging through. So how would the concept of sequence 
pairs help the trainee work with this couple? Since he was 
particularly interested in the wife’s Attack behavior, we 
collected data about the behaviors that surround her Attacks, 
namely the husband’s behaviors which followed her Attacks.
 Looking at the data from the couple’s dialogue, we saw 
that when the wife was expressing angry feelings, embedded in 
her Attack behavior, the husband’s follow-up behaviors were 
Self-defense, and likewise, when he became defensive, her 
follow-up behaviors were more Attacks.
 Looking at all the data from their dialogue in a Sequential 
Grid, we saw that the husband met his wife’s “Attack” 
behaviors with Self-defense, Complaints, Leading Questions, 
and an absence of Approach (Green) behaviors. He never 

responded in Squares 4, 7, 8 or 9. We also saw that his choice 
of behaviors were always followed by (or triggered) more 
Attack from the wife.
 This sequential focus gives the therapist a tool to help the 
husband see how he is contributing to the behavior he dislikes, 
and a way to get the couple to talk together about what the 
wife’s Attacks are trying to communicate, what responses 
she’d like, what behaviors the husband might try instead, and 
what behaviors the wife might try that would get her a response 
she’d like.
 The question frequently raised about Sequence pairs is: 
since the data is so difficult to gather, why bother? My answer 
is that it’s a powerful way to move directly to the system level 
of a conversation, and to be able to analyze it descriptively – 
not blamefully. Using this type of dialogue coding, there is 
no problem person. There are response behaviors that trigger, 
reinforce or defuse the use of a problem behavior.
 The behaviors that follow a problem behavior are the 
behaviors that reinforce that problem behavior, sometimes 
positively and sometimes negatively. These response behaviors 
are the drivers for either locking the problem behavior in place, 
or shifting it. This is a powerful concept to teach to clients, 
because it moves the responder out of victim and helpless roles 
into the role of researcher, trying new behaviors to see what 
helps change the patterns of their dialogues. 
 Anyone stuck in a role-lock with another person will 
play out the same sequence of behavior pairs over and over. 
Thinking about the behaviors that trigger and reinforce a 
problem behavior points everyone in the conversation toward 
what to avoid, as well as giving ideas about other types of 
responses to try out (often by going to unused behaviors in the 
grid). 
 Some ways the couple and I can work together at this point 
include the following: 

• I can teach and help the couple practice some of the 
research-based solutions to their alerts. I discussed this 
more in my article in the last issue of Systems-Centered 
News (Simon 2013).

• They can develop a variety of strategies (i.e. new 
behaviors) to react to their partner’s irritating behaviors, 
and practice trying out those strategies. This helps 
make an important emotional shift from outrage (e.g. 
she’s always attacking), to curiosity about what am I 
doing to encourage the behavior I dislike, and what can 
I do about it.

• We can explore if one partner is feeling stuck, how to 
request help about what behaviors the partner would 
like better. For example, with coaching, both partners 
said they felt argued with and not listened to. Each tried 
asking for the advice of the other. “What would make 
you feel listened to?” and tried those suggestions. This 
is useful to counteract a common belief that “If my 
partner is angry, I must have done something bad, and 
I should know what to do.”

• We can explore with the clients picking new behaviors 
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they want to try out and practicing them. Note that 
almost everyone who is learning the SAVI grid seems 
to choose “Sharing Own Feelings” as the new behavior 
they want to try. Working with this difficult self-elected 
behavior gives lots of room to explore how hard it is 
to “share a feeling” in an Avoidant/Red climate, and 
brings new insights that come from that exploration.

 In summary, paying attention to Sequence Pairs focuses 
on shifting the locus of control to the responder. It helps the 
responder alter self-behavior rather than attempt to change the 
other. Finally, this article also suggests that the practitioner will 
benefit from self-observation, paying attention to patterns of 

communication as well as sequences, thus avoiding the pitfall 
of attributing pathology to one person.

Note: Shortly, you will be able to access and read online the 
1965 book “Sequential Analysis of Verbal Interaction” by Anita 
Simon and Yvonne Agazarian on the SAVICommunications.
com website. There you can learn the mechanics of making 
a Sequential Grid on which you can code pairs of behaviors.

Reference
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sysTEms-cEnTErEd TrAining progrAm

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 and 
that comes from working in an ongoing training group with 
sufficient intensity to develop a systems-centered rather than 
person-centered perspective of group dynamics.   The major 
outcomes of Foundation level training are:

• Being able to work in a subgroup
• Understanding the shift from a personal to a member 

perspective
• Skill in using the SCT protocols on oneself
• Sufficient exploration of issues with authority to be 

able to contain and explore them.
 If you find yourself exploring this shift into more structured 
training, you should make contact with an SCT Trainer to find 
out more about the training process.  

Intermediate Training: Applying SCT in Context
 The focus in Intermediate training is on learning to use 
systems-centered methods and techniques to build working 
systems with others.  This builds on Foundation level work, 
in which members learn the basics of using systems-centered 
methods with themselves.  
 Members move from Foundation to Intermediate level 
training based on readiness.  For the shift from Foundation 
to Intermediate level work, members have worked in an SCT 
experiential group sufficiently to have:

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

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

	Recognized their pulls to compliant and defiant roles 
and role-locks
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	Developed a sufficient awareness of their own 
authority issues to be able to contain and explore 
them, rather than act them out

	Developed a good ability not to take others and 
themselves ‘just personally’

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

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

 Making this shift signals members’ intention to make SCT 
a major orientation in their work.  Intermediate level work is 
the base from which members becomes eligible to apply for 
licensing as an SCT Practitioner, if that is their goal.  
 Intermediate training includes: Intermediate Skills 
Training, Intermediate Mentor Training, and the Authority 
Issue Group.  Intermediate members work in a Theory group, 
Consultation and their ongoing training groups.  Members 
interested in applying SCT in organizational or task-focused 
contexts get practice by joining an SCTRI work group to 
develop skill in applying their SCT skills in the service of task 
goals.
Advanced Training: Continuing Development
 Advanced training emphasizes the integration of 

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

	Working as a member of a peer licensing group to 
build a working group, develop criteria for assessment, 
and implement a peer assessment process. 

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

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

	 Joining an ongoing advanced training group, such as 
the one offered offered each summer (that group is 
currently working as a closed group). 

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

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

continuing eDucation (ces) For sct training
SCTRI is approved by the American Psychological Association to sponsor continuing education for psychologists 

and offers CEs for psychologists at the Annual Conference and at Core Curriculum training events (Skills, 
Mentor and Authority Issue training groups). We also seek CEs on a local basis for social workers, mental health 
counselors, and marriage and family therapists in the area in which the Annual Conference is held. Trainers may 

also provide CEs for psychologists for training events they lead.

Certificates of attendance can also be obtained for the Annual Conference and Core Curriculum trainings and 
through individual trainers, with the member submitting these to their professional organization for possible 

acceptance as CEs.

SCTRI is interested in providing CEs for other professions if members are willing to provide the time, energy, 
and resources (emergent energy) to obtain provider status for offering such credits. If you are interested in further 

information about obtaining CEs, please contact Dick Ganley, CE Group Liaison, at dickganley@aol.com or 
610-664-5730.

USE OF THE SCT TRADEMARK
Only	licensed	practitioners	of	SCT	can	call	themselves	Systems-Centered	anything!

Anyone	who	wants	to	use	SCT	materials	or	the	terms	SCT	or	Systems-Centered,	and	who	is	not	licensed,		

must	apply	for	a	Project	License	by	contacting	the	trademark	holders,	

Yvonne	Agazarian	or	Susan	Gantt	(in	SCTRI	Director	role).
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scTri rEporTs And UpdATEs

sctri in a nutshell:  
the organization

SCTRI is a volunteer organization. All roles (except 
Administrators) are filled with volunteer members who have 
time, energy and resources for the tasks. Working in an SCTRI 
Action Group is a learning environment for applying SCT in 
the service of task goals.

Board of Directors: Sets policy, oversees organizational 
direction, structure and function. This group meets twice 
yearly; selects, supports and guides the Director; and is made 
up of members at the advanced training level and beyond.

Director: Carries the organizational vision and values, 
oversees implementation, represents the organization to the 
larger world.

Associate Director: Keeps an eye on the overall activities and 
events within the organization and provides linkages among the 
Action Groups.

Research Director: Develops the research function with 
goals of fully integrating research into SCTRI and crossing the 
boundary to the larger world.

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 system-centered training with the goal of 
maintaining the spirit and values of SCT. Mentors consult to 
members and Action Groups as needed.

Action Groups: Small groups of members carrying out 
specific aspects of the work of SCTRI. Currently, the Action 
Groups within SCTRI are: Annual Conference, Continuing 
Education, Curriculum Development, Finance, Fundraising, 
Membership, Newsletter, E-News, Research, Trainers, 
Licensed Practitioners and Web. 

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

From the associate Director
 I have just spent another week in York, co-leading the 
Foundation group with Yvonne Agazarian. Late in the week 
the group found itself swaying: one member reported the 
experience of being a tree in a wind, and several members 
reported feeling rocked by the group as they swayed. Joining 
involved joining in the sway. Nothing much needed to be said 
by leaders at this intimate point. Internally, I found myself 
translating the experience into a remembered verse by Yeats: 
“O chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer, 
Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole? 
O body swayed to music, O brightening glance,
How can we know the dancer from the dance?” 
(Actually I didn’t remember it perfectly, which was an 
irritation I had to manage).
 These final four lines of “Among School Children” give 
us a very systems-centered view of life, both a feeling, and an 
impersonal bird’s-eye view. One cannot separate things into 
unconnected parts, as all are connected and ultimately part of a 
whole scheme of things.
 My question follows: where does this fit in SCT? Where 
do poetry and other artistic and cultural expressions fit? Would 
I say these words out loud in an SCT group?
 I had an early exposure to SCT in 1995 when Yvonne 
ran a weekend workshop at the Institute of Group Analysis in 
London. I was at that time a trainee in Group Analysis, and 
very curious to explore this different approach. Students and 
staff from the International Group Association worked under 
Yvonne’s guidance, with differing degrees of turbulence as 
we were asked to give up many of the things we were used to 
doing as a matter of course (yes-buts, speculating, explaining, 
and interpreting were important among these, as I remember). 
I also remember a venerable and venerated Group Analyst 
who kept attempting to come in with apposite quotes from 
the canon of great literature; every time he tried to do this he 
was interrupted by Yvonne, who told him each time (with a 
twinkle in her eye): “It’s not time for poetry yet.” Eventually 
he responded: “My dear Yvonne, it’s always time for poetry!”
 I experienced this as a fundamental fork in the road. To 
bring in poetry at that phase of system development would 
have been flight – a flight into head work, into memory, away 
from whatever was happening in the group at that time. It was 
a painful learning for me as it meant giving up something 
I found attractive in the work. The experience I had in the 
group in York, however, felt like words bubbling up into my 
consciousness, arising from the current experience. To have 
brought them in as a leader would probably have been an 
interruption to the work; to do it as a member might have added 
to the depth of work.
 What interests me is how rarely we introduce such 
material, when the phase of development would support it 
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not as a flight but as a deepening, a connection to the wider 
systems in which we are nestled, the systems of culture and art 
which imbue significance and endow meaning. We learn not to 
fly off into associations and quotations when we are in flight; it 
seems to me we need to learn to drop down into what we know 
when we are in intimacy and work, to allow ourselves to access 
a realm without which we will be impoverished as a system as 
a whole. Or maybe this is already happening in mature SCT 
groups?
 Anyone else?   

-Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)

steering group
 The past few months have been an exciting time in the 
Steering Group. 
 As we reported in our last newsletter update, the Steering 
group has made an important developmental shift by paying 
increased attention to plenipotentiary power – both within 
the Steering Group and in relation to the Action Groups. 
Plenipotentiary power means that groups are invested with 
full authority, responsibility and accountability to work and 
make decisions on behalf of the organization. We are excited 
to report that we have noticed an emergence of energy and 
creativity in the organization as the Steering Group has granted 
plenipotentiary power to several groups: the Web group, 
Newsletter group, and the Finance group. 
 We have also noticed that our own work energy has 
increased as we are now paying attention to the phases of 
development – and to the shifting phases of development – of 
each work group, including the Steering Group, as membership 
changes or new responsibilities are taken up by the group. 
We have noticed an influx of energy as we recognize that our 
work as a Steering Group is to provide the support that groups 
need to develop into the work phase, to acknowledge when 
groups have matured to that point, and to be available to those 
groups that are new or are experiencing significant changes 
that shift them out of the work phase. This new focus on the 
dynamics, as well as the tasks, of each Action group, has made 
our work more rewarding, as we are now more explicitly 
aware of supporting emergence and building systems that will 
encourage members to bring more of their talents and resources 
into the organization. 
 In addition, we have officially approved Roelof Langman 
as the new Editor of the Systems-Centered News after a 
meeting with him, in which we discussed his vision and goals 
for the Newsletter. We also met with Michael Robbins and 
thanked him for his 9 years of work as Editor and for his 
leadership in transforming the Newsletter into a forum for 
thought-provoking articles on theory and application.
 The Steering Group also allocated funds to support our 
two research scholars, Jenny Cannon and Tristen Roney, to 
attend the annual training in York. During the training week in 
Great Britain, they conducted research and made a presentation 
based on researching SCT groups at our 2012 and 2013 Annual 
Conferences. 

 At the time of this writing, the Steering Group membership 
is in transition. Joy Luther is leaving the group after more 
than 8 years of dedicated work. Dave Schwing left the group 
in September, and Eileen Jones has completed a year of 
working on the Steering Group as a representative of the 
Board of Directors in order to have a “hands-on” experience 
of the work of running the organization on a weekly basis. 
We appreciate the personal energy and the work energy, the 
talents and resources, and the generosity of time and spirit 
that these members have contributed to SCTRI through their 
membership of the Steering Group. We are sorry to be losing 
these members, and we are curious about how the Steering 
Group will change and evolve over the next few months as we 
deal with these changes in membership. One thing we know 
for sure, though, we will be paying attention to our phases of 
development!

 -Dorothy Gibbons (dorothygibbons2@yahoo.com)
Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)

                          Susan Gantt (sgantt@emory.edu)
                          Eileen Jones (pershore@aol.com)

                    Joy Luther (joyluthersoffice@gmail.com)

annual conFerence 2014
 It’s Winter and the Conference Co-Directors and 
Conference Coordinating Group (affectionately referred to 
as the CCG) are busy in the kitchen cooking up a feast for 
our Annual Conference. We have nearly decided on the menu 
and we’re starting to set the table. Two new teams are now 
part of the “kitchen” staff: one is the Local Planning Group, 
which is composed of members in the San Francisco area. 
They are supporting the work of the Hospitality Group, the 
Concierge and the new Marketing Team (our second new 
team, spearheaded by Peter Kunneman, who is bringing his 
many gifts and resources to this role). We have a hypothesis 
that these new “cooks” will bring a new level of support and 
creativity to our feast. We send out many thanks to these new 
volunteers and to all the volunteers in the CCG and other 
work groups, who put in so many hours behind the scenes to 
make sure that we have a “tasty offer” ready for the Annual 
Conference. 
 We are just putting the finishing touches to the Conference 
program, and are delighted to report that we have an exciting 
mix of workshops and training tracks for therapists, OD 
people, pastoral educators and also curious people. Particular 
highlights for me include Yvonne’s Friday workshop entitled 
“The Role of Roles in Creative Change;” Ray Haddock and 
Walter Stone’s workshop entitled “Systems-Centered Theory 
and Self Psychology - Similarities and Differences: What 
Can We Learn From Each Other?” and a weekend institute 
intriguingly entitled “Now what? An Advanced Experiential 
Group.” It is hosted by Norma Safransky and Mike Maher with 
rotating leadership. This year, the Conference will also have a 
record number of OD workshops, which capture some of the 
leading edges of SCT.



Page 26 Winter 2013, Spring 2014 - Systems-Centered News

 The changing form of the Co-Director system – from two 
to three, to now four of us – is also shaping the feast. We have 
been appreciating the value of having more members in this 
system. Besides having more volunteer hours to get the job 
done, we are also learning hands on what it means to form a 
new system, and then to develop that system. We have been 
working our way through the phases, supported by our training 
and by a Leadership Development Consultation Team formed 
by the Steering Group. One of the major perks of volunteering 
for the Co-Directing System is all this hands-on training, and 
we also have a lot of fun…
 Speaking of volunteering, our wonderful Concierge, Faith 
Gordon-Mazur, is taking a hiatus from this role this year. 
She has truly embodied the role and we have tremendous 
appreciation for the time, energy and heart she has put into the 
role. We are currently looking for a volunteer to take up this 
role. A great deal of work has already been done by Faith – she 
has a lot of resources to share and has laid a firm foundation. 
Faith will be also available for consultation. In addition, we are 
looking for another volunteer for the Hospitality Group. This 
is a fun group to be a part of – helping to make our conference 
a warm and welcoming experience for all attendees. If you 
have some interest in either of these roles, please let us know. 
(Contact Susan Beren, sberen@nyc.rr.com).
 Soon the Co-Directors will be inviting you to stir up 
curiosity about SCT and the Conference. Start to think about 
your networks and groups of which you are a part, and who 
among them might be interested in learning about the benefits 
of a systems-centered approach. Besides helping to promote the 
Conference, we have found that whenever clients or colleagues 
have attended a Conference, they and we together have 
experienced new levels of energy, creativity and development 
in our work. If there’s a way we can support you in promoting 
the Conference, do let us know.
 So mark your calendars – March 29 to April 4th – in 
beautiful San Francisco, CA. (By the way, the guest rooms in 
the hotel have been renovated, so be prepared for some great 
changes.) We are so looking forward to seeing you all again!

- Annie MacIver (annie.maciver@homecall.co.uk) 
Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)

 Norma Safransky (nsafransky@gmail.com)
            Susan Beren (sberen@nyc.rr.com)

continuing eDucation
 The CE Process is running smoothly. For those of you 
who don’t know, members who are licensed have the ability to 
offer APA-approved CE credits for trainings they do (as long 
as they meet APA standards, of course). Claudia Byram is our 
most recent licensed practitioner to take advantage of this. She 
is offering training in Chicago, an area with some new interest 
in SCT. The CE Group is also looking for new members to 
volunteer and/or earn work exchange credits by joining the 
group, especially as Heather Twomey is interested in moving 
on towards other goals in the organization. Kay Hereford 
Voorhees recently participated as an observer during one of 

our meetings, which is a good way to find out what we do. If 
anyone else is interested in joining an efficiently running, fun 
work group, please let us know and come join us! 

-Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com)
 Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com)

Heather Twomey (heather.twomey@gmail.com)

curriculum Development
 The Curriculum group is continuing to consult to those 
who are planning for the morning training at the Annual SCT 
Conference, which supports continued development of these 
trainings to meet the evolving needs of our membership. In 
the past few years, the Conference has added morning events 
for more Advanced/Intermediate members (five-day roles 
training and an additional consultation training), and this 
year it supported adding a five-day training for Intermediate/
Advanced members, revisiting the SCT Protocols in depth. 
 We have also supported the development of an Ad Hoc 
group charged with refining the core SCT training program for 
organizational development applications. 
 The value in SCTRI has been to follow the energy that 
emerges in the organization, and these training innovations 
are following in that spirit.  As always, we update information 
about the core training program on the web, as well as in the 
Newsletter. We meet monthly, and welcome new members!

-Claudia Byram (claudia.byram@verizon.net)
Dorothy Gibbons (dorothygibbons2@yahoo.com)

Irene McHenry (irene@friendscouncil.org)
 Madeline O‘Carroll (madmoc1@googlemail.com)

Alida Zweidler-McKay (zmconsulting@mac.com)   

FunDraising
 Our group is gearing up for the coming Conference in San 
Francisco. We are pleased that this year at the Philadelphia 
Conference we raised $1,000 more than last year, for a total 
of $4,627. This ensures the attendance of two scholars at the 
Conference for the coming Conference. We plan to repeat the 
idea of “games,” as well as the tried and true Silent Auction. 
 Our new effort will be to explore how we might expand 
our fund raising beyond the Conference. 
 If you have any interest in exploring fundraising options, 
or if you wish to join our group, please contact us!

-Gayna Havens (gaynahavens@rca.com)
Elaine Pratt (elainepratt35@gmail.com)

Lorie Barber (fbarber711@aol.com)
Debby Ziegler (dzconsult@aol.com)

Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com)

research
 There are a number of things happening that involve 
research on SCT. Rich O’Neill, Tristin Roney and Jenny 
Cannon will be presenting at the SCTRI 2014 Conference 
on three peer-reviewed papers that were recently published, 
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including results on the study for the Functional Subgrouping 
Questionnaire that many of you participated in at the Annual 
Conference. There is also a dissertation under development in 
Israel that is looking into the application of SCT techniques in 
a rehabilitation setting. 
 Finally, I am leading a research team with two faculty 
members from Chestnut Hill College, Sr. Nancy Decesare, 
and Meredith Kneavel. We are applying for a grant through 
the college to the National Institute of Health’s (NIH), the 
National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine 
(NCCAM) to study SCT groups in the treatment of pain and 
PTSD in combat veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan. 
 If anyone is interested in doing research or joining the 
research group, please feel free to contact me, Dick Ganley, at 
610-664-5730.

 - Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com)
 Fran Carter (carter2229@aol.com)      

trainers group
 During this last period, the Trainers Group has been 
looking at the development of our own group, the oldest 
work group in SCTRI. The group has acknowledged that in 
recent years the Trainers Group has taken up a more formal 
role in the organization:  responsibility of filling the morning 
trainings at the Conference; awareness of trainers being part 
of larger training system; awareness of the need to find a way 
to track progress of trainees as well as tracking consultation 
requirements.
 There are two ways to participate in the core training 
curriculum within the organization of SCTRI (Skills Training, 
Mentor Training, and Authority Issue Group training levels): 
(1) morning Conference trainings, and (2) core trainings that 
meet throughout the year in various locations. Another “leg” 
of the training curriculum is taken up through various phone 
consultation and theory groups, as well as local, in-person 
training groups. We realize that consultation requirements 
of the core training curriculum (which are initiated formally 
at the completion of the first level of intermediate training, 
Skills Training, and continue through the completion of the 
AIG training) are an important aspect of the trainers group 
monitoring and tracking function, so that we know who is in 
consultation and with whom.
 More recently, the Trainers Group has been taking up our 
annual responsibility following the Annual Conference, of 
reviewing the driving and restraining forces of the morning 
trainings (which is one arena for SCTRI’s core trainings), 
as well as recommending staffing for next year’s morning 
trainings at Conference 2014. As the training component of 
SCTRI expands, we are noticing a driving force of having 
more newly licensed members interested and capable of 
taking up training positions. A current restraining force being 
explored is how to mentor and support new trainees as they 
take up various trainings within the system. We recognize that 
the Conference is an excellent context for supporting training 
steps because we have a structure and often a more experienced 

co-leader to work closely with new leaders. With the natural 
shifting of leadership and co-leadership, we are assessing the 
best way to facilitate a mentoring role in bringing new trainees 
into morning trainings at the Conference and encouraging 
more of an intentional and planned transfer of leadership and 
relevant skills.
 One example of coordinating the pacing and timing of 
trainings is to see how to align the three-year ongoing group 
offered at the Conference for intermediate trainees, (some 
of whom may have finished their skill training and mentor 
training requirements, and are waiting for the start of the 
next Authority Issue Group), with the onset of the AIG. By 
changing the timing of the three-year group we create a better 
flow into the AIG while offering continuing training during 
some the trainees’ wait time. 
 Another ongoing task these days is managing our report 
to the Board of Directors, clarifying our overall responsibility 
as we make various plenipotentiary decisions. The Board 
has clarified that paying attention to the actual phase of 
development of a work group is important in deciding which 
ones are able to take up more authority, responsibility and 
accountability as the work phase is enacted.
 And finally, an important discussion area is how to think 
through membership in our trainers group (think resources!). 
We are exploring such questions as: is it crucial for trainers 
to come to the trainers group?  This is an especially important 
topic as many trainers have additional roles in the organization 
and paying attention to our own time, energy and resources is 
important, as they impact our work group’s attendance. 

-Rich Armington (armington@gmail.com) 

WeB group
 As well as preparing the web pages for the 2014 Conference, 
the Web group has recently been reviewing the SCTRI 
YouTube Channel, implementing newly designed graphics and 
working towards the co-ordination of the organization’s video 
uploads.

Rowena Davis (rowenadavis@btinternet.com)      
Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com) 

Roelof Langman (roelof.langman@gmail.com)
Tom Carmichael (tomcarmichael@hotmail.co.uk)

sct - york 
 Well, here’s an idea. How about feelings first, facts 
second?  From my perspective as the organizer, there was a 
terrific atmosphere at the York training in September: people 
brought their human warmth, energy and vitality to the event, 
in an envelope of kind, polite, direct communication between 
members, towards the King’s Manor staff, and to me as 
organizer. Excitement ran high amongst York regulars to find 
that the HEATING was on for the first time and coats could 
be discarded in the room previously dubbed “the fridge” by 
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seasoned participants. 
 More than half the participants ate together at a local 
restaurant and had a vibrant evening, with some impromptu 
dancing. As so often happens in York in September, the 
weather was sunny and clear for much of the time – the world 
helping us to appreciate life. In previous years I’ve often 
brought a few of the turning leaves from the maples in the 
courtyard to decorate the tables. Thank you to whoever shyly 
took on that role – more next time, please! Several people 
complimented me on how well I had organized the event, and 
this seems less warranted each year as it becomes easier to do 
so. Some members went dancing one evening (Ole Rischel 
organized this), and no one ended up in the hospital this year 
(last year someone tore a tendon – very bad luck).
 So… facts: 
 The annual event attracts healthy numbers, with 50 
participants from the UK, the Netherlands, Scandinavia, 
Switzerland, Japan and the US. There were four tracks – 

Foundation, Organizational (Making Work Roles Work), 
Intermediate Skills and Intermediate Leadership Development, 
with Container training nested in Making Work Roles Work. 
There were 8 staff members: Yvonne Agazarian, Susan Gantt, 
Ray Haddock, Fran Carter, Rowena Davis, Mike Maher, Annie 
McIver and Juliet Koprowska. Like the Annual Conference, a 
large group brings all members together at the end of the day. 
The two research scholars, Jenny Cannon and Tristin Roney 
attended and collected data from Foundation members, and also 
gave a lunchtime presentation. Yvonne showed and discussed 
the “Decoding Gestures” DVD during one lunchtime.
 Most people registered through a new online store which 
made my job much simpler – thanks to Jane Barrand from 
my department, who administered it. Dzmitry Karpuk played 
a valuable role in keeping the groups supplied with fruit and 
biscuits, and organizing the large group space each day. 
 Next year’s dates: September 15th-19th 2014.

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

mEmbErs ForUm

systems-centereD training 
Week in york

Roelof Langman (roelof.langman@gmail.com)

 The yearly training week in September 2013 at the 
University of York, UK, was a big success. In this article, 
participants present a reflection on what we learned, introduced 
by the course description from the course brochure. 

Foundations of Systems-Centered Training
• Understand the basic theory of SCT and how it can be  
 applied
• Discover more about the impact that others have on you,  
 and the influence you have on others

Foundations of systems-centered training introduces an 
innovative approach to change that can be applied to work with 
individuals, couples, groups and organizations. Learning takes 
place through the experience of working in a real-life group 
over the course of the week. You will learn basic SCT skills 
through practicing them with other group members.

Pleun Sevens (sevens@xs4all.nl):
 I found this week in York very inspiring. The course was 
led by Yvonne Agazarian, Mike Maher and Annie MacIver. It 
was hard work and the result, for me, was magnificent. 
 We explored our experience going through the phases of 
group development, using the basic SCT skill of subgrouping. 
This turned out to be very instructive.
 The practical exercises we did in groups of three to four 
members each day, taught us how to undo our distractions, 
our anxiety, our tension and depression. Seeing myself falling 

into my own old roles gave a boost to take up the tools to start 
the work that is needed. Realizing I can’t develop when I fall 
into an old role. Learning not to take things just personally. 
Taking a small step had a major impact. We worked together to 
identify the things that happened to us: how we keep ourselves 
in balance, and when we go out of balance how we respond to 
that.
 The theoretical framework given each day put everything 
in place. A professional staff creating a safe and friendly 
environment to experience and learn, a group willing to work 
together, what more do you need? All these facts and a lot more 
make me want to get on and put all this into practice in daily 
life and work. 
 
Leadership in the Phases of Development
Explore the application of SCT theory and methods to seeing, 
understanding and developing system intervention strategies in 
real world contexts. 

Konrad Magnus (konrad@corage.biz):
 In this workshop, we observed the Foundation Group 
as it went through its phases and subphases of development. 
We tried to notice the restraining forces to development that 
surfaced, and how the group leaders intervened to help move 
the group forward.
  In the beginning, I experienced it as quite chaotic and 
frustrating to adopt the “scientific” role of observer, and my 
pencil flew all across my notebook as I tried to make sense of 
what I saw. Little by little, with good tutoring of Frances Carter, 
I began to structure my notes and recalled the various systems-
centered methods for intervening to the benefit of the group as 
I kept a close focus on the group leader, Yvonne Agazarian, and 
how her interventions affected this 25 person large group. My 
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main learning is that the role of observing is a very active and 
demanding role, albeit a fun one.
 Part of the fun is watching for phase shifts – trying to 
observe when the group is about to enter into new territory – 
the first such step being the move from flight and into a fight 
phase. It so happened in this workshop that Yvonne Agazarian 
did not announce the presence of ourselves – the two observers 
who sat anonymously at a table in the back of the room (close 
by an open window – more on that later). A few days into the 
workshop, when many of the restraining forces belonging to the 
flight phase had been addressed, suddenly there was one voice 
speaking up on behalf of the system, and directing anger at the 
leader for allowing two strangers into the room, not giving any 
information to the group of who they were or why they were 
there. Having first avoided asking such questions, avoidance 
being quite normal in the flight phase, it now seemed quite 
natural as the group was moving into fight, owning and trusting 
more of their own authority and being willing to challenge the 
leader.
  In the past few years of my career as an executive coach, 
I have been searching for new tools to understand group 
dynamics and group development. SCT has given me those 
tools and methods, which I slowly and organically introduce to 
my clients in my role as process facilitator, and it works! Just 
to notice, see, watch, understand that a group is on its way from 
a “flight” mode and into a “fight” mode, not being scared as 
a consultant when it happens but instead helping to normalize 
such movement, adds a great richness to my work.
 Another added value comes from learning the SCT way 
of making decisions. SCT only goes for group solutions, not 
personal solutions on behalf of the group. We make decisions 
by consensus, not by vote. That is extremely important, and 
sometimes very frustrating. You may for instance have the 
best of intentions when you make a decisive move towards the 
window, in order to rescue your seat neighbor who just told 
you she cannot survive with any draft from open windows, 
only to be firmly called back to your chair with unfinished 
business. So much for self-appointed heroes. 
 So here is my word of warning to you: if you happen to 
be observing a fairly new group that is struggling  through its 
initial phase of flight, and if the observer table is located close 
to an open window,  watch out. Forget everything you ever 
knew about opening and closing windows, and bring a scarf. 
I say no more – this you have to discover for yourself. You 
may be in for a surprise of learning the SCT way to problem 
solving.   Enjoy!

Making Work Roles Work: a Systems-Centered Approach 
to Organizations
• Understand how to use SCT to promote teamwork
• Explore how to use SCT to effect change at work

This is for anyone working in and with organizations who 
wants to learn more about systems-centered methods for 
promoting teamwork and effecting change. Using real-life 

situations from the members’ own experiences, members will 
have the opportunity to practice SCT skills in bringing about 
change in organizations.

Roelof Langman (roelof.langman@gmail.com):
 I very much appreciated the structure of this training led 
by Susan Gantt. We worked in groups of three to clarify our 
personal goals and work roles in one situation important to us. 
In our team as a whole, we explored our work experience in 
these small groups, noticed our emotional responses and how 
they could trigger us into frustrating role locks with each other, 
which helped us to see them in context and resolving them. 
After a few days, we role-played situations like introducing 
subgrouping in a team in fight and used what we had learned 
earlier in the week to make sense of the role play and 
experiment with ways to intervene.
 I love good structure and one of my professional strengths 
is to help structure work environments. This is often appreciated 
– and sometimes meets with a surprising amount of irritation. I 
learnt that the central importance of structure for me is related 
to a personal role I developed in the family context. Invited to 
give the role a name, I burst out laughing and came up with 
“Pietje Precies” (Peter Precise). And I realized that being 
precise is sometimes productive, sometimes counterproductive 
– it depends on the context. So I can have the role and enjoy 
the pleasure of exercising it when I am in contact with the 
people I work with and our work goals. This also helps me to 
be open to other’s irritation as information: that I may have 
lost my context and it is time to reorient. In the context of the 
training, this insight helped me and our team of three to come 
to terms with the time boundaries for our work (exercising 
Pietje Precies) and using these to give ourselves a break and 
work with pleasure (using other personal roles). 
 So rather than feeling bad about my role, I discovered it as 
useful when worn loosely, with humor and a sense of the wider 
world. I learned that the personal roles we developed to cope 
with challenging situations in our lives can be acknowledged 
as resources. They contain what we learned so far, and can be 
freely applied in new contexts – especially when we realize 
that these contexts are not only similar, but also different from 
the contexts in which we learned these roles.

Container Training in the Context of “Making Work Roles 
Work”
The role of containers is to strengthen the containing function 
of the team, contributing to an open learning climate in which 
all different voices can be heard and understood, discriminated 
and integrated. Containers track and support the leader’s 
interventions and contribute to the team’s development through 
subgrouping.

Alida Zweidler-McKay (zmconsulting@mac.com):
 In the Container Training led by Rowena Davis, we 
learned the value of “riding a helicopter” up to get an overview 
of the group whenever we found ourselves with strong feelings, 
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impulses or pulls to old roles. The goal is to see our experience 
in context, and to use it as data about the group, so that we 
can support system development. We developed the image of 
having our old roles sitting next to us – not surrounding us (as 
when we’re in them), but also not “thrown away,” as the old 
role contains useful information that we can tap into to support 
system development.

A few key ideas:
• Our old roles are triggered by the context. We can’t help 

getting triggered. With practice we can catch the old role 
patterns of thoughts and feelings and center out of them.

• When one catches an old role, it helps to ask: “What just 
happened in the group that triggered this in me? This is 
where you take the helicopter ride.

• Then explore: What does my experience tell me about 
what’s happening in the group? What phase is the system in? 
Which restraining forces are at play? What does the system 
need right now? Is there a member version of what my old 
role noticed or wanted, that might be useful to bring in?

• In the container role, watch to see if the system is bringing 
in information and developing.

• Pause, pause and pause before coming in, so that members 
have the opportunity to work. 

 Practicing in the container role reinforced these ideas for 
me in a new way. Comprehensively, I had heard them before 
and mostly believed them, but I also still had the fantasy that 
if only I work long and hard enough, the old roles would go 
away. I was taking my old roles personally! 
Working in container training provided a chance to explore 
the ways that our old roles are part of the broader system. As 
we subgrouped, we found relief, compassion and curiosity for 
what our new “helicopter vision” enabled us to see.

Intermediate Skills
Learn how to put the SCT skills protocols into practice with 
others. You are eligible to apply if you have undertaken 
sufficient Foundation Training. 

Lisbeth Walthersdorf Sörensen (lisbeth@opuc.dk):
 First of all I want to say that the Intermediate Skills course 
led by Ray Haddock and Juliet Koprowska was a fun and 
interesting experience! This was very different from what I had 
negatively predicted. I hadn’t looked forward at all to working 
with the protocols and videotaping the exercises. But working 
with the camera was an obstacle that we quickly learned to 
overcome. And the videotapes proved to be very helpful when 
we worked on the force fields capturing what was driving and 
restraining in our work with each other as trainer and member 
and with the protocols. 
 I learned how important precise observations are to 
understanding what goes on in the context – and thus to our 
learning. At the end of an exercise, we often quickly formed 
the opinion that a particular behavior, deviating from the exact 

text of the protocol for example, was restraining. Looking 
closely at what happened afterwards, we then discovered that 
the trainer remained true to the spirit of the protocol and the 
member, as a consequence, was successfully helped to undo 
their anxiety or get in touch with his or her feelings.
Another learning was how easily I took things just personally 
and slipped into an old role when I worked as a trainer. I 
discovered myself slipping into a caring role, asking questions 
that proved to be redundant, inviting my member to go into a 
role lock with me. I also learnt that some of my remarks that 
I had intended as caring, were actually experienced as quite 
harsh. 
 Our working climate was one of safety and trust, so we 
were able to share candid remarks and learn from these. It was 
a great experience to have our roles and role locks out into the 
open in a group that could contain them, allowing us to get out 
of them and develop alternative ways of interacting.
 I would like to propose a new course: Intermediate Skills 
II: an opportunity to work in depth with the connections 
between the protocols, practising with shifting between them 
in our work. And more work on role locks and giving and 
receiving feedback would be great!

Large Group
At the end of each day, all course participants met in Large 
Group.

Björn Christensen (bjorn.christensen@telia.com):
 There’s a situation I have experienced several times 
before in large SCT groups that has left me a bit puzzled and 
unsettled. I put this down in writing in the hope that this will 
make things clearer to myself and give you who read this 
some food for thought. The situation I’m thinking of is when 
someone suddenly shouts in the Large Group.  
 When this happened in the Thursday large group session 
I noticed a strong bodily sensation in myself that I would 
describe as anxiety or fear. I also noticed I found it difficult to 
think clearly, to make sense of what happened and to decide 
how to react. Before I had recovered from this state of shock, 
there suddenly were aggressively raised voices again, this time 
arguing about whether a join really had been made. Again I 
went into a state of high arousal and felt a bit paralyzed. 
 I felt something was wrong here, but I didn’t know what 
to do about it. I felt too scared to stick my chin out in what I 
experienced as a hostile environment. A bit later I was able 
to bring this in as a difference and found I had quite a big 
subgroup, which helped me regain access to my resources and 
to feel connected to the group again.
 My first reflection about this incident is how different it is 
for me to feel safe in a group compared to not feeling safe, and 
how thin and fragile the line between these is. Feeling relaxed, 
curious and open-minded one moment; feeling in the jungle, 
ready to fight for survival the next. I’m thinking this must be 
important for the whole group – to make the shift from anxiety 
to curiosity each time anxiety is triggered.
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 In this case, I think what triggered it was introducing a 
difference that might have been too different to be contained 
and integrated by the group. To me, and probably to the other 
members of my subgroup, it felt like too much of a difference. 
To others it must have been inspiring, because people kept 
joining. I still don’t know if the loud voices were driving or 
restraining for the group as a whole. I thought “I don’t want to 
be a part of a group where there’s shouting and where people 
resolve conflict by raising their voices”. On the other side, it 
might have been driving, because it helped me write this text!
 I’m learning that it’s impossible to say what kind of 
emotional expression is constructive without looking at the 
context. In a psychodrama group, shouting and physical 
enacting can be a safe way to explore feelings that would 
be impossible to process otherwise. The same behaviors in a 
business meeting might introduce too much of a difference 
for the group to integrate, resulting in scapegoating or 
disintegration. There may be an “optimal level of frustration” 
for group development, just as for kids, where differences 
keep being introduced, but not more than can be processed 
and integrated. In this way, the differences fuel the work of the 
group while it gradually gets used to express and contain more 
and more intense emotions.

recent puBlications
Cilasun, J., & Herrewegh, M. (2013). The ‘group-analytic 
stance’ in training of psychiatrists: Race, cultural differences 
and the case based discussion group. Group Analysis, 46(3), 
245-255. doi: 10.1177/0533316413495486.

Welcome New SCTRI Members!

Björn Christensen • London, UK

Morten Kofoed • Copenhagen, Denmark

Yael Leinman • Hertfordshire, UK

Tommy Rogers, Annapolis, MD, US

Anne Starr • Somerville, MA, US

MARK YOUR CALENDARS FOR 
CONFERENCE 2014!

“Differences as Resources for 
Creativity and Change”

San Francisco
Pre-Conference Weekend Institute: 

March 29-30
5-Day Conference:
March 31 - April 4

Watch the website for program & registration details this Winter

www.systemscentered.com

memBership reneWal
Easy online renewal!

Go to www.systemscentered.com & click “Join/Renew Membership” 
Update your directory information, pay with PayPal (or download the renewal form) 

 and 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 February 1 – January 31
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