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From the Director
Systems-Centered Training and Research Institute (SCTRI): An Ongoing Experiment
SCTRI is an ongoing experiment in applying SCT in an organizational context (and one 
that is staffed by volunteers). We use functional subgrouping for exploring organizational 
conflicts and making decisions. We apply our model of clarifying role, goal and context 
throughout our organizational work groups. And we actively work with the inevitable 
authority issues that arise in giving and taking authority, and learning to work functionally 
within our organizational hierarchy. 
 Our membership is varied. Many members first join SCTRI in order to get the 
discounted Conference registration. Others join to avail themselves of the obvious member 
benefits: full access to the website; receiving the directory, Newsletter and E-News; and 
occasionally reaching out for a ten-minute consult. (The ten-minute consult is a unique 
benefit of SCTRI membership, to be able to consult with other members to reduce one’s 
restraining forces toward taking one’s role in context. This simultaneously provides 
practice for intermediate members in giving ten-minute consults using SCT’s consultation 
structure.) 
 As members progress in training, some become curious about taking up organizational work or training roles at the Annual 
Conference or in workshops as a further step in their training. For example, taking the role of container is an important leadership 
role for clinicians, consultants and those aspiring to be SCT trainers. This role focuses on watching the system of a group, and 
learning to contribute to support the group’s development.  Similarly, SCTRI work groups (e.g., Web, E-News, Conference 
Organizing, Continuing Education, Curriculum, etc.) provide excellent training practicums in applying SCT theory and methods 
to organizations. 
 All SCTRI work groups use SCT methods, e.g., functional subgrouping in exploring differences and making decisions, 
and task and process leaders who volunteer for the role at each meeting. The process leader monitors the group for noisy 
communications (ambiguities, contradictions and redundancies) so they can be weakened, and reminds the group about 
subgrouping if it forgets. The task leader sets the goal and agenda and provides vectors to help the group work towards its goal 
and stay on its task. 
 Sometimes, foundation members join work groups to get this kind of training experience, though it is more common for 
intermediate members to join to learn how to apply SCT in context, whereas the foundation level focuses on applying SCT to 
one’s self. Joining work groups benefits both the member and the organization, as the goals are congruent: by taking up these 
roles, members learn and gain training, and as they volunteer their energy for these roles, the organization benefits in gaining 
energy for its work. SCTRI work groups organize around their work group goal, interface with the SCTRI Board around vision 
and goal, and negotiate with the Board and its Steering Group around the boundaries of their authority within their work group 
and on behalf of the organization.
 All of this organizational work of course leaves us ripe for the authority issue, just as in any other organization. The test of 
SCT theory is whether or not applying our theory and methods enables us to work differently with the inevitable conflicts around 
authority that arise in organizational work (and life). Having the opportunity to work with and through the authority issues in 
the SCTRI context is proving to be an incredible training opportunity and organizational practicum. This is not always a smooth 
process, yet as we continue to learn in our ongoing organizational experiment, we are developing. 
 We also want to highlight the Conference Co-Director system as an especially rich learning context and fulcrum for the 
organization and its development, as it is our middle management system, relating to an authority above and below it in the 
authority hierarchy. This system is accountable to the authority of the Board, Director, and Steering Group, and has authority and 
accountability for the conference and its Conference Coordinating Group and Program Planning Group. 
 Clarifying the authority, accountability and responsibility at each system level is proving rich, especially so as we are 
working to develop plenipotentiary power in the work groups that have the resources and development to take it. This has meant 
recognizing the developing nature of our plenipotentiary systems, their phase of development, and the differential roles of the 
system giving authority and the system taking authority.

–Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
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From the eDitor
Welcome to the new issue of Systems-Centered News, dear readers! 
It’s been a while since our combined winter and spring issue. Starting 
with this issue, we’ll establish a new publication rhythm, with a 
summer issue in late August and a winter issue in early February. We 
hope it’s been worth the wait, with a range of well-thought out and 
well-written articles from very different contexts.
 Over many decades, Yvonne Agazarian’s ambition has been to 
develop a theory that allows us to understand personal and group 
dynamics with the same set of concepts. With her new understanding 
of the person system as a nested hierarchy of systems, she takes a 
next step towards that goal. In the Emerging Theory section, she 
spells it out with clarity and detail. I was moved that she took this step 
as a response to the work of the 2013 SCT Conference Large Group, 
and read her “we” as including that Large Group.  
 SCT is both an emerging theory and an emerging practice. When 
we apply SCT, we think role-goal-context. What’s the context of our 
work, and what’s the goal of that context? In this issue, we hear about 
very different contexts: the hospital, with its goal of caring for those 
whose health is in danger; a youth development program aiming 
to break through stereotypes and enable young people to develop 
relationships based on personal experiences; mindfulness training, 
developing the capacity to attend to the present without distraction; 
a spiritual community, learning to open up to the presence of Being; 
our society, confronted with its social and ecological problems that 
require our participation as citizens for their resolution.
 Six articles explore how SCT can help us take up our member 
role in these contexts and contribute to their goals. Brian Conley, 
who works as a hospital chaplain, describes the challenges of helping 
families in crisis and how the container role, defined by SCT, helps 
us to understand what that takes. Michael Hanchett Hanson, a social 
scientist, evaluated the Possibility Project, a youth development 
project, looking at it through a systems-centered lens and learning 
something about subgrouping in the process. Larry Ladden developed 
the practice of Contemplative Group Dynamics, building both on 
SCT and on the Buddhist tradition, discovering how mindfulness 
in the group deepened as it became mindfulness of the group. Olaf 
van Kooten participated in Larry’s workshop at the Conference and 
describes what it is like for him to experience “Samadhi while in 
communication with others.” Peter Dunlap describes his involvement 
in “citizen therapy,” a practice aimed at reducing the restraints to 
taking up full citizenship in our social and political communities, 
often by reconnecting to political experiences that deeply touched us 
but were hardly talked about.
 Another important context for the application of SCT is our 
organization itself. With that in mind, the SCTRI Reports and 

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.
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A theory oF Living humAn 
SyStemS, 2014
Introduction
One of the fundamentals of SCT thinking is that because 
systems-centered therapy is a theory-driven system, when it is 
put into practice, every intervention both tests the validity of 
its theory as well as the reliability of its practice. Thus both 
the theory and the practice continue to develop and evolve over 
time. We find this process both a curse and a blessing.

It is a curse because every time we think we have a final 
version, something happens that seems to contradict the theory, 
forcing us to reevaluate our assumptions and review our 
practice. Thus the work of developing theory is never done. On 
the other hand, it is a blessing because when we become aware 
of contradictions we can think again, and revise both our theory 
and our practice. This is a never-ending challenge. Theory 
is neutral. We are not. Theory constantly challenges us to be 
objective. We are constantly pulled to being subjective.

This article is centered around our insight into our 
bias against the tendency that we all have to take things just 
personally, and the challenge to recognize how personalizing 
was both a driving and a restraining force!

Preview
This article contains three sections. First we summarize the 
development of our theory of the person-system-as-a-whole 
from its roots in the 1980’s to its major revision in 2014. Second 
we define the original theory of the person-as-a-whole system as 
a system of three inter-related systems of person, member and 
person-as-a-whole. And finally we introduce our latest revision 
which introduces a different model of our person-system-as-
a-whole with a greater emphasis on roles and how they are a 
driving or restraining in relationship to the context...

The Theory of Our Person-system 1980 - 2103
In 1980 we defined a system as interdependence of parts. By 
2013 we had developed this into a theoretical statement that 
stated “The theory of living human systems defines a hierarchy 

of isomorphic systems that are energy-organizing, goal-oriented 
and self-correcting.” We defined the hierarchy as a sequence of 
system triads, each similar in structure and function. 

The idea that persons can see themselves as three separate 
but related systems with three separate goals is often a brand 
new idea when people first orient themselves to systems-
centered theory. It is also one of the most important ideas that 
Systems–Centered Therapy has to offer. It introduces the fact 
that there is a difference between experiencing the world as 
if it is all us, which SCT calls the personalizing part of our 
person system, and discovering instead that there are many 
worlds to be experienced if we access our curiosity and our 
exploratory drive. It is our curiosity and our exploratory drive 
that takes us across the boundary into our member system, and 
in our member role we relate to an outside context as well as a 
personal one. 

EmErging ThEory by yvonnE AgAzAriAn

Updates section makes for a fascinating read. It’s a snapshot of 
this ongoing experiment, with under each heading a summary 
of experiences and learnings from each specific role in the 
context of the organization as a whole. 
 This whole issue of the Newsletter strongly resonates 
with the 2014 Conference. In the Members Forum, more 
experiences from the Conference can be found. It also contains 
some concise theoretical remarks from Joel Wiessler. 

 We hope this issue moves and informs you. We look 
forward to your responses, suggestions and proposals for 
articles. Please note that the deadline for the next issue is 
October 1. We very much encourage you to start a writing 
project with us, if you have the curiosity and energy to do so. 
In our role as Newsletter Group, we are ready to engage in such 
projects with you, our readers and authors!

–Roelof Langman (roelof.langman@gmail.com)
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Illustration of Three Interconnected Systems

 Central Person Middle Member Containing System 
 System System -as-a-whole 
In the original illustrations above, the person system is 
represented by an inner circle contained within the middle 
member system, which in turn is contained by the outer circle 
of the system-as-a-whole.

The Systems-centered Triad
From this systems perspective we are not one but three! We 
have three discrete but related experiences from three separate 
but inter-connected systems! When we become aware of how 
the three systems are different, we become aware of three 
different sets of perceptions, three different experiences, and 
three different perspectives of ourselves and the world around 
us.

The Central Person System
The central system is our person 
system. The goal of our inner-person 
system is to survive, fueled by the 
drive of the universal life force. It is the 
person system that contains the energy, 
not only for our central person system, 
but also for all the systems that emerge 
as we join with others to develop our 
system hierarchy of dyads, triads, small 
and large groups, smaller and larger 
organizations, and nations. 

The Second Member System
In our pre-2014 model, we emphasized 
the function of the middle member 
system as the source of the exploratory 
drive. When we as people become 
members, we have crossed the boundary 
from our person system into a member 
system. Whereas the goals of the person 
system are self-development, the goals 
of the member system are system 
development!

The Unique Position of the Member System
Looking again at the illustration of seeing oneself as three 
separate but interconnected systems, we can see that the 
member system is the only system that shares its boundaries 
with both the inner person system and the system as a whole.

The implication of understanding the potential influence of 
the member system on the system-as-a-whole due to its location 
in the triad has revolutionized how we thought about how to 
direct our interventions1. Before adopting a systems orientation, 
we had vectored our interventions to the person. However, from 
a systems perspective, interventions to the member system 
can influence all three systems at once. Thus therapeutic 
interventions to the member system would be potentially more 
powerful than interventions to either the central person system 
or the system-as-a-whole. 

This insight was great in theory! However, we did not have 
the slightest idea how to implement it in practice. We already 
knew from our work with groups that group dynamics were a 
powerful influence on the individual dynamics, and we were 
already successful in reducing the tendency to scapegoat or 
create identified patients to contain differences. But we did not 
have a method which would enable the integration of differences 
at the system level. 

In fact, it was many years before we perceived what had 
been there all along: the phenomenon of transitory subsystems 
that develop in the member system as members came together 
spontaneously around similarities and separated again when there 
were differences. These ‘subgroups’ were already recognized in 
the field, and were even sometimes given a bad name. What 
we recognized when we began to study subgrouping, was 
how they could be both a driving and a restraining force, and 
that we could develop methods that would change them from 
dysfunctional to functional subgroups! This is now familiar to 
SCT as the method of Functional Subgrouping.

Transitory Subgroups2

In SCT, two types of subgroups are defined: stereotype 
subgroups and functional subgroups. Stereotype subgroups 
come together around similarities and reject differences. 
Stereotype subgroups often encapsulate and  scapegoat 
differences, which explains the tendency in systems to create 
the identified patient or scapegoat.

In contrast, SCT encourages members to form functional 
subgroup systems, within themselves and with others, with the 
goal of recognizing differences and integrating them rather than 
scapegoating them. We will revisit this statement in our section 
titled “Our Wake-up Call” when we inadvertently created both 
identified patients and scapegoats in our 2013 Conference 
Large Group!

1  Important, but not relevant to this article, is that this also applies to all member systems in the hierarchy (isomorphy).
2  Reminder! Because systems are isomorphic (similar in structure and function ) whatever one says about the dynamics of any system, like a group, will 
also apply to all other systems in the hierarchy, like the system of a person, or the system of an organization – or a nation!



The System-as-a-Whole
The system-as-a-whole organizes the 
information from the inter-person 
system and develops the norms that 
govern how the system-as-a-whole 
functions. It is our person-as-a-whole 
which has our unique characteristics, 
some of which we may wish to modify 
in therapy, some of which we may 
want to develop further.

The group as a system-as-a-whole emerges from the norms 
that the system develops as it works. Once system norms are set, 
they govern which of our roles are encouraged and discouraged 
– and are very difficult to change. This is why SCT leaders 
emphasize developing norms that relate directly to the system 
goals from the very beginning of system development.

Framing SCT theory in the terms above gave us a useful 
blueprint to follow in thinking about how to influence change 
in our training groups and in our work in therapy and in 
organizations. However, there were some liabilities in our 
practice that we had not yet recognized.

Stalemate
For two or three years, SCT had been concerned about the cost 
of our personalizing roles as a major resistance to change. These 
are the roles that we protect ourselves with when our feelings 
are hurt, by experiencing others as misattuned. However, in 
spite of focusing on how to undo our defensive roles in our 
training groups, we were constantly confronted by the fact that 
they kept re-emerging and interfering with the developmental 
processes at all levels of the hierarchy, person, member, and 
system-as-a-whole. 

SCT viewed personalizing roles as a major factor in 
the repetition compulsion: the tendency to repeat solutions 
developed in the past in the present old role, which then 
puts us out of touch with the present. When we are isolated 
within repetition compulsion roles, our boundaries are closed 
to differences in the present. We no longer have our observer 
self and we tend to close boundaries to differences that are 
important to become aware of if we are to change. This is a 
major restraining force to development. 

At that time I took it for granted, without a second thought, 
that theoretically closing boundaries to information necessary 
to development was always restraining force. However, 
interpreting personalizing as always a restraining force to 
development ignored the important theoretical premise that is 
also fundamental to systems-centered thinking: that whether or 
not a vector is a driving or a restraining force is determined by 
its goal.

The fact was that whereas we were very clear about our 
personalizing roles as a restraining force, we had not yet even 
begun the work of investigating the personalizing role function 
as a driving force! In other words, at the very time we were 
aware of how important it is to depathologize differences, we 
had inadvertently pathologized them! 

The Wake-Up Call in Our 2013 Conference Large Group
As often happens in our Large Groups, the work of the Large 
Group emerged around issues important in the development 
of SCT. In 2013, what surfaced was the question how to tell 
the difference when people joined a subgroup in their person 
system role from joining in their member system role. In 
response to the leader’s question as to whether members’ 
contributions were coming from their person or their member 
system, the group spontaneously began to “train” its members 
on the difference. As soon as a member finished their ‘join,’ the 
group would shout out enthusiastically “person” or “member,” 
based on the communication pattern that the member used.3 
For example, when persons explained themselves instead of 
exploring either themselves or the subgroup, the group would 
identify ‘explanations and intellectualizations’ as a ‘person role 
system’. In contrast, objective or exploratory communications 
were identified as ‘member’. This placed the group-as-a-whole 
working in the phase of system development in which role 
locks are first enacted and then explored, when neutral feedback 
becomes available to members for evaluating potential changes 
in role4.

 Shift into the Fight Phase
Then the climate changed. The pressure to shout “person” or 
“member” increased, and the intensity shifted the group into the 
fight phase dynamics. The effect on the process of fight phase 
dynamics reversed the overt intention, from ‘training’ members 
to ‘scapegoating’ members. What became manifest was the 
powerful role induction into dominant and submissive roles that 
are innate to the Fight Phase.

In the post-session review it became clear that shouting 
out “person” or “member” in response to inputs was being 
taken painfully personally by a subgroup of members. The 
group surfaced its concern about creating identified patients 
and scapegoating them, and was awed by the dynamics that 
aroused varied impulses within the members, including their 
scapegoating impulses. 

In the Large Group on the following day, scapegoating 
dynamics were explored within the group. There were several 
subgroups. One subgroup joined around blame of the leaders. 
Another subgroup explored how they volunteered for the 
submissive role. Another subgroup explored the energy in 
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3  Many SCT members also know SAVI, a system for analyzing verbal interaction, that can be used to identify which system is represented by the specific 
communication pattern that is being used.

4  The role-lock phase falls between the flight/fight phases and the barometric event. In this case there was a regression to the fight phase.
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the scapegoating and feelings of triumph. Still another was 
disillusioned and decided that SCT methods didn’t work after 
all!

The overall outcome in the conference was two-fold. The 
first outcome was considerable insight, at many different levels, 
for both the leaders and the members of the Large Group about 
the power of phase dynamics. Many members were awed by 
the power of ‘fight’ group dynamics that swept members up 
into phase responses, even though many members were also, 
at the same time, experiencing ambivalence. This was viewed 
as useful, as the restraining forces that are basic to system 
development are often contained within the SCT subgrouping 
process, and thus not as manifest as they were in this case when 
SCT methods (and leaders) failed to contain them. 

The second outcome was the wake-up call which 
permanently changed our understanding of the role of 
personalizing. In the emphasis on its cost to the development of 
membership roles, we had been blind to one of the fundamental 
dynamics of SCT, that a restraining force in one context is a 
driving force in a different context!

Driving and Restraining Forces of Personalizing
Personalizing as a Restraining Force: From a systems 
perspective, when the information within the person system 
is personalized, the person system closes its boundaries to 
new information and organizes all its information ‘as if ’ it is 
a system with no context other than itself. In other words, it 
becomes a closed system. As we emphasize, closed systems 
survive in the short run, but their survival is threatened in the 
longer run because development is dependent upon change; 
SCT theory states that systems survive, develop and transform 
by discriminating and integrating differences. Thus, closing 
boundaries to information that is necessary to the process 
of discriminating and integrating differences is inevitably a 
restraining force. 

Personalizing as a Driving Force: On the other hand, when 
boundaries close to information that is too different to integrate, 
it is a driving force! Personalizing roles close the system 
boundaries to inputs that would otherwise disorganize the 
internal equilibrium of the system and threaten its survival. A 
good example is the stubborn role. The stubborn role maintains 
the status quo within the person system. It is a significant 
driving force in developing the sense of self (in our two-year 
olds!) The stubborn role is a restraining force when the system 
has matured enough to take in new differences from the present 
so that it can modify the roles from the past.

Attempting to integrate the differences in perspective that 
came out of the implications of the dynamics that surfaced in 
the 2013 conference, our theory in general, and the illustration 
of the person system in particular, became the target for review. 
Recognizing personalizing as a driving force led to insight into 
the necessity for two different kinds of energy within the core 
person system. The changes are illustrated below. As you will 
see, within the inner-person system there are now two system 
energies that fuel two different but inter-related systems in the 

inner-person system: the first being the primary energy of the 
life force, without which no system can survive, contained 
within the survivor system, and the secondary energy being the 
exploratory drive, contained within the system of the curious 
observer, without which no system can develop. Thus our 
original illustration that required three systems, now became 
one!

Differences and Similarities in the Updated Version of the 
Person System, 2014

The illustration above is our current 2014 version, which 
emerged in the service of the goal of ‘correcting’ our theory. 
It seems to have been useful and to introduce an important 
difference that had not been there before!  One patient, looking 
at the new picture, said spontaneously, “have you changed the 
picture because you revised your theory, or did you revise it 
because it fits me?” 

Differences between 2013 and 2014 Versions of Our Person-
As-A-System

The Inner-person System
The first and most important change in conceptualizing the 
inner-person system is the introduction of two sources of 
energy within the inner-person system: the life force and the 
exploratory drive. 
 Whereas before we had located the exploratory drive in the 
member system, we now saw the importance of having both 
the life force and the exploratory drive as two interdependent 
energies located within the one inner-person system: the energy 
of the life force being essential to system survival and the 
exploratory drive essential to system development. 

From a systems-centered perspective we have roles in three 
different systems, the systems of inner-person, inter-person, 
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group-as-a-whole and (intermittently) a fourth system when we 
join others in subgroups that play a role in system development. 
Each one of these systems takes us into a different world. So, if 
you think about change experiences using a sense of systems, 
you will be having four different and co-existing experiences to 
learn from and four different contexts to learn about.

Roles
Roles are the visible outputs of every system.5 We developed 
a role schema for the different systems. Inner-person system 
survivor roles are developed and communicated without 
words. Observer roles are roles that manifest curiosity. Inter-
person roles are exploratory. Systems-as-a-whole roles develop 
system structure and norms. (Please note that in this article 
“systems-as-a-whole” and “person-as-a-whole” are being used 
synonymously.)

Survivor System Roles
Survivor roles come into our awareness through our 
apprehensive experience, fueled by the life force that has no 
boundaries. We conceptualize survivor roles as existential, 
their developmental potential influenced by nonverbal vectors 
like insight, mindfulness and existential awareness. They are 
the source of our sense of self: our feeling of integrity, our 
fury when we feel that our essential self is being questioned 
or dominated or seduced or disregarded or violated. They are 
also the source of our spontaneous survivor energy in roles that 
express joy, generosity, caring and love of life, alert and attuned 
to others and to ourselves. These roles are essentially driving 
forces. They express the part of ourselves that ‘knows’ without 
words what we feel is right and wrong. It is our survivor self 
that we are born into, and at the beginning it needs nurturing 
containment if it is to survive. When it is deprived of nurturing 
containment, there is an impairment of potential development 
or worse, a failure to thrive. 

The survivor system maintains survival by keeping its 
boundaries relatively impermeable to difference in order to 
maintain system equilibrium. It is in the service of titrating 
its boundaries for survival that the role of personalizing is a 
driving force. In survival mode, the system opens its boundaries 
only to communications that reinforce its internal equilibrium 
and close to any input that contains the too different. 

When inputs threaten to be too different, our survivor self 
stubbornly refuses to listen, rejects curiosity and preserves the 
essential integrity of a sense of self. When in survival mode 
with impermeable boundaries, a closed mind that won’t be 
influenced for better or for worse is a driving force. The freeze 

role is the extreme of a survivor role that we share with all 
animals and is different from the flight or fight roles that we 
are able to develop as we access information from our observer 
system which accesses information from its context.6

The Curious Observer System
The second system in the inner-person system is fueled by 
the exploratory drive, and its goal is to observe. Whereas the 
survival system tends to open its boundaries to similarities 
between itself and the observer system and close them to 
differences, the observer system opens its boundaries to both 
similarities and differences and is permeable to inputs from the 
inter-person member system. The inner-person observer system 
is the source of potential change information for the survivor 
system.

Essential Differences between survivor and the curious 
observer
Whereas the survival system is subjective, the observer system 
is objective. The survivor system is apprehensive. It “knows” 
without words. The observer system is comprehensive; it 
organizes experience using words7,8. Whereas the survivor 
system is not curious, the observer system is! Discriminating 
between which of the two system roles we are experiencing is 
easy! We simply ask “are we curious or not?” If we are curious, 
we have access to both our survivor self and our exploratory 
self and can be interested in the world around us. If we are not 
curious, for better and for worse, we are in our self-centered 
world of one. 

The Inter-person System
In the new illustration, the role of the inter-person member 
system is fueled by the exploratory drive and the role is 
explorer. The member system is the most influential of all the 
systems in that it shares its boundaries with both the inner-
person system and the system-as-a-whole. Simply because it 
does share boundaries with all subsystems, an intervention to 
the inter-person system has a higher potential for influencing 
change than an intervention to either the inner person system or 
the system-as-a-whole. 

Recognizing this was originally a revolution in systems-
centered thinking, and led to the major solution of developing 
the methods of functional subgrouping, which increased the 
potential for discriminating and integrating differences. Within 
SCT, functional subgrouping is now taken for granted as the 
major method for maintaining attunement and empathy in 
communications.

5  We are again grateful to Lewin whose hypothesis that behavior is a function of the life space (b=f (L.Sp)), SCT re-interpreted as meaning that we could 
intuit the goals of the system by observing its output (roles). 

6  Survivor system boundaries are only permeable to the sufficiently similar. Theoretically, they are open only when there is sufficient similarity in the 
communications for them to be sufficiently compatible to allow the just noticeable differences to cross the boundary and be integrated into the organi-
zation of information inside. Under these conditions the survivor system depends, for change, on the inputs from the observer system.

7  One of SCT’s developmental goals is to increase the appropriate boundary permeability between apprehensive and comprehensive information-energy.
8  Reminder: when words come first, feelings are generated by the words; by the observer system and not the survivor system. When feelings come first 
and words come next, nonverbal insight occurs in the survivor system. The first is comprehension-driven, the second apprehension-driven. Korzybski 
said “the map is not the territory:” curiosity of the inner-person system allows us to revise the map. 
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The System-as-a-Whole
The system-as-a-whole, or person-as-a-whole, is the containing 
system of the triad of systems. It organizes the information-
energy inputs from the middle system and develops the norms 
which characterize the system-as-a-whole. Its goal is to 
transform from simpler to more complex. Its functional role is 
norm-setter.

A slight difference in our conception of the person-as-a-
whole system in 2014 is the emphasis on its function as norm-
setter. It is the system norms that determine the structure of 
the boundaries of the system, and unless the system-as-a-whole 
norms change, the function of the system-as-a-whole will 
maintain the status quo. Once again, systems must have the 
capacity to change if they are to develop and transform.

The Role of Roles in Our Person-as-a-System Development
What follows is our 2014 work in progress! 
 Translating backwards and forwards between human 
dynamics and system dynamics, survivor role development is 
dependent upon the system context. In human beings, survivor 
roles develop within early symbiotic systems (like mother and 
baby). These symbiotic systems are containing systems that 
determine development potential. The inner-person system 
roles are developed to contain the tensions between the healthy 
primary narcissism of our self-centered development and the 
compromises that require adaptation to our social development, 
if the nascent system is not to lose its equilibrium. Thus the 
inner-person survival systems contain both the roles that are 
syntonic (roles that are fueled by primary narcissism) and roles 
that interface between the inner-person self and the primary 
caregivers, which are the nascent social roles of compromise.

SCT and Attachment Literature
It is the curious observer system that has the objectivity 
that can titrate inputs into the survivor system with small 
enough differences that make it possible to integrate, without 
the too different that would compromise our self-centered 
development. These two vectors are well described in the 
attachment literature, in the descriptions of the difference 
between the secure and insecure attachment roles, engendered 
in apprehensive organization, before comprehension. In 
framing the difference between adaptive and maladaptive roles 
that originate in the inner-person system, we have gratefully 
borrowed the orientation of attachment theory.

We have translated insecure attachment patterns to 
repetition compulsion roles generated by failures of attunement 
and empathy in the early days of parenting. Secure attachment 
roles are the nucleus of roles whose secure base is within the 
inner-person system, and whose development occurs through 
the curious observing system and the inter-person member 
system. These roles begin in the security of the inner person 
survival system, and develop into the socially appropriate roles 
of the inter-person member system

How Repetition Compulsion Roles are triggered.
It is our spontaneous survivor self that knows when others are 
not really attuned to us. When people we are relating to are 
unresponsive to us, or too different from us, we tend to take it 
just personally. When we take it just personally, the repetition 
compulsion kicks in and we tend to get triggered into some 
of our old survivor roles. (When our early caretakers were 
misattuned, our survival fears were triggered.) Worse, in the 
present, repetition compulsion roles can trigger each other, and 
we then get into role locks with each other.

The difference between inner-person goals and inter-person 
member goals
Our next step is to review some of the newer thoughts about 
goals for Systems-Centered Training. The major one is 
discriminating between personal goals and social goals: person 
goals located within the inner person system, social goals 
located within our inter-person member system. What becomes 
clear is that these are two different systems with two different 
goals: one self-development, the other social development. This 
is a new distinction for SCT. 

Social Development Goals
The process of socialization begins in the inner-person “curious 
observer” system. Socialization is a driving force when, in 
the process of socialization, our survivor self integrates those 
compromises. Integration is fostered when socialization occurs 
in an attuned and syntonic environment.

In the process of thinking through socializing influences, 
we recognized that a major vector in socialization is the vector 
of inhibiting and/or shaming, which can serve as both driving 
and restraining forces. They do, however, require a specific 
context: after the inhibition there needs to be a repair. The 
mother that cuddles the child in its reactive depression to the 
sharpness of the ‘no’ enables the child to integrate it. 

It is said that Eskimo children are shamed in order to 
avoid thin ice. They are also given a sense of belonging to 
the community. Thus the shaming experience is in the larger 
context of social acceptance. In this case, shaming induces 
flight responses in the service of survival (driving for survival, 
restraining for exploration). 

However, when the socializing shaming is experienced in 
the inner person system as a traumatic threat to survival, the 
inner person response is not flight or fight, but freeze. Freeze is 
generated by an annihilation threat to the life force (in people, 
it is contained in the soma, not the emotional or intellectual 
consciousness). In this case, the inner person response is the 
same as the response to trauma. An encapsulated subsystem 
develops with boundaries that are impermeable to both 
similarities and differences.

Member Role Development
When our caretakers influence us in ways that are similar 
enough to our sense of self, our survival system can integrate 
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ThEory, rEsEArch And ApplicATion

the differences that require us to respond to our outside as well 
as our inside world (our curious observer system). The role 
systems that develop, are related to both the outside and the 
inside context, and can continue to develop over time. When in 
the process of socializing there is a reparative containment, we 
develop roles that work for us socially and continue to develop 
as we develop, interfacing with the present without having to 
repeat the past. These are the roles that respond to the goals of 
both ourselves and the context, and contribute to both inner-
person and system-as-a-whole development. 

In contrast, when there is no repair, we develop compromise 
‘as if ’ roles that respond to social demands but are not integrated 
developmentally. These roles do not develop and change as the 
survival system develops. They are the roles enacted in the 
repetition compulsion, which imports early compromises from 
the past into the present. Systems-centered change is therefore 
vectored in two directions, nonverbal and verbal.

One vector is in changing the capacity of the survivor 
system to open to and integrate small differences in compatible 
similarity, so that the survivor roles themselves can develop. 
These processes are mostly nonverbal. For example, they 
are manifested in the attuned, empathic, apprehensive 
joining reflections that communicate the music of the other’s 
communication as well as the words. One of the goals of 
SCT subgrouping is to increase the appropriate permeability 
of boundaries between the apprehensive and comprehensive 
components of a message.

The important systems-centered methods of functional 
subgrouping and the role-work of the intimacy phase of system 
development are the systems-centered practical methods for 
modifying repetition compulsion roles and re-vectoring the 
information-energy into transformative system development. 

This is for another article, however.

reSponDing to meDicAL 
emergency coDeS: the 
contAiner roLe AS A moDeL  
For chApLAincy reSponSeS

–Brian Conley (bjconley@partners.org)

Each day in the hospital in which I work, I hear an alarm tone 
followed by the overhead intercom announcement: “Code Team 
Activated,” with a location to report. Within seconds, pagers 
throughout the hospital will sound with the same message and 
medical professionals will hurry to the specified location. As a 
part of this team, chaplains respond to all “Code Blues” –which 
indicate cardiac or respiratory arrest–and “Trauma Codes”– 
usually an auto accident, a fall of more than 10 feet, a gunshot, 
or a stabbing. 
 As the team assembles, frenetic activity is usually already 
ongoing as EMT’s arrive with the patient, or as medical staff 
seek to revive the patient in arrest. Surrounding that frenetic 
activity are other professionals who stand by in case of need: 
protective services, patient transporters, pharmacists, and 
administrators. 
 A chaplain is included among this group in order to support 
family members or other loved ones who have been notified by 
medical staff that an emergency situation is going on. 
 This supportive role fits with the chaplain role in hospitals, 
which is to help patients, family members and other loved ones 
address questions of meaning and purpose that the experience 
of illness can prompt; help them connect to communal, spiritual 
and/or religious resources, as the experience of the modern 
hospital can often be isolating; and to help patients and families 
to weigh values and ethical principles as they consider available 
courses of action suggested by the medical team. 

 This chaplaincy role is always undertaken from the 
perspective of those served, and there is never an attempt to 
convince a patient or family member of the rightness of a 
spiritual or religious viewpoint. 

Containing Experience
Recently, a chaplaincy student in clinical supervision told me 
that a member of the staff, not a part of the code team, responded 
after a patient death and asked what the chaplain had been doing 
with the family. The student had difficulty answering. She had 
stood with the family; she had placed an arm around a shoulder; 
provided tissue; listened reflectively and provided many other 
forms of comfort, but these activities did not seem to amount 
to much to her. 
 In supervising this student, I invited her to consider how she 
contained the experience of various family members, allowing 
a broad range of reactions to be expressed without conflict, 
and communicated support to this family during this time of 
crisis. The “container role” used in some Systems-Centered 
Training (SCT) Groups is a helpful model for understanding 
the chaplaincy role as container for patient, family, and staff 
experiences. Members who take on the container role within an 
SCT group announce that they are in this role when the training 
group begins. 

In SCT, the container role has the following functions: 

1. To join lone members. In SCT terms, to “join” means 
to reflect back the content and affect of a person who 
has spoken, and to join with a similarity so that person 
knows he or she has a subgroup and is not working 
alone. 

2. To deepen a subgroup that seems superficial or to 
lighten a subgroup that seems too deep. For example, 
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early in a group’s life, the group is likely to be dealing 
with anxiety. If a member takes the anxiety to a 
place of a life-long struggle with profoundly painful 
consequences, the container would make eye contact 
with the person who shared previously, match the content 
and the affect to the best of the container’s ability, 
make sure the previous speaker felt understood, break 
eye-contact, and share on anxiety with an emotional 
content that matched the previous group experience.  
Conversely, if a group is exploring a serious subject 
like grief and loss, but the affect seems quite light, the 
container would join the previous speaker, make sure 
the previous speaker felt understood, and add a more 
serious bit (e.g., “I experience the pain of my grief in 
my belly and the pain is sharp, anyone else?”). 

3. To start a new subgroup that has not yet been explored. 
If a group has been entirely serious or entirely light-
hearted and has become redundant, an experienced 
container may say, “I have a difference” and make 
a contribution that expresses the experience that has 
seemed absent from previous explorations. 

4. To support leader interventions in the development 
of the group. Perhaps the leaders have suggested that 
the group members might make eye contact with other 
members of the subgroup. The container would be sure 
to make eye contact with others in the subgroup as a 
way of supporting the leader and giving other members 
a model to follow. 

A Model for Acting
Each of these interventions provides a chaplain with a model for 
acting in a medical emergency. One of the first things a chaplain 
will do on responding to a medical code is to check in with staff 
to see if family is present. If family is present, the chaplain will 
introduce him or herself to the family and offer support. This 
support is the primary role of the chaplain in these situations. 
 The example of “joining a lone member” provides a useful 
model for providing this support. The chaplain often encounters 
a range of reactions when approaching a family member. These 
reactions may include anxiety, anger, resignation, or bargaining. 
In making the introduction to the family member, the chaplain 
acknowledges the situation and seeks to reduce unnecessary 
anxiety. For example, in introducing myself, I am quick to 
stress that my response is routine and that I am there to support 
the family member because it is a difficult situation. I stress 
routine because many people will assume that the presence 
of a chaplain means bad news or that the patient has died. In 
stressing that this is not the reason I am there, I help to reduce 
the anxiety of the family member. 
 The acknowledgement that the event can be stressful 
invites the watching family member to share how the event 
is stressful for him or her. For example, a common source of 
stress is the apparently chaotic scene witnessed by the family 
member as team members take on various responsibilities. 
When body language suggests the family member is bewildered 

or overwhelmed by the activity they witness, I join the person 
by saying “this looks very chaotic.” If the family member 
acknowledges this statement, I offer reassurance by saying, 
“I’ve learned that even though it looks chaotic, they are working 
as a team.”
 Sometimes, a family member will be angry with the staff, 
saying something like, “I tried to tell them something was off, 
but no one would listen.” Here, a join would involve simply 
acknowledging how frustrating it can be to try to tell someone 
something important and not feel heard. 
 Bargaining might involve hearing something like, “I wish 
it was me” or “I’d trade places if I could.” Here, a join would 
reflect how important the person in the bed is to the family 
member by saying, “you would trade places with the patient 
because she is so important to you.”
 At times, these initial interventions will open up a 
conversation about the patient or about the person visiting; 
here the chaplain would continue to reflect back the content 
and affect shared by the family member in order to continue 
containing the experience. 
 At times, having one more person in attendance is too 
stressful and the family member would like to be left alone. 
Here, the join is to leave the family alone. Perhaps taking a seat 
nearby or returning to the place where the rest of the code team 
is working, then checking back with the family periodically. 

Lone Member
Sometimes, when several people are visiting at the time of a 
code, the chaplain must assess who will receive the support. 
All else being equal, the support most often goes to the closest 
family member (e.g., spouse, children, or parents). 
 It may be important to look for the lone member and seek to 
join that person. For example, if supportive family and friends 
surround the spouse or parent, and one person is off by him or 
herself, I introduce myself to that person as he or she may be 
holding an important difference for that group. 
 For example, in a family choosing aggressive care for 
the patient, the person standing alone may be resigned to the 
patient’s approaching end of life. The chaplain’s role here is 
not to advocate one approach over the other, but to hear the 
difference and to reflect back what the person is saying. This 
reflection may take the form of normalizing the position held 
by saying, “there is often a wide range of responses in stressful 
situations like this one; for some it becomes a chance to consider 
when to stop active treatments…”
 It is important that in joining, the chaplain does not take 
sides. The role is to contain the energy present until the system 
(in this case the family and the medical staff) can take in the 
information held by the lone member. 

Lighten
The second function of the container role is to lighten a subgroup 
that seems too deep, or to deepen a subgroup that seems too 
superficial. Here, the chaplain would tread very carefully as the 
situation in an emergency response code is inherently stressful 
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for the family awaiting medical news. Often, the family will be 
told that they will receive some information in a certain period 
of time – 20 minutes or a half-hour for example. 
 The chaplain will often see a family’s anxiety increase as 
this time period approaches or goes by without any input from 
the medical team. A common way to alleviate this increased 
anxiety is for the chaplain to check in with the medical team 
and bring back appropriate information from the team that is 
working – usually something like, “the team is still working – it 
will be at least another 10 minutes before the doctor can talk 
with you.”
 Another way to lighten the subgroup in such an emergency 
is to invite the family to tell me about the patient, an invitation 
that often receives amusing stories or anecdotes. 

Deepen
The choice to deepen a subgroup is also taken with great care. 
Often, the discussion will take a more serious turn as a family 
member considers whether to call in other family members, or 
how to tell a young child of the serious nature of the situation. 
 This reluctance often signals that the person speaking is 
also having trouble facing the situation. Inviting the person to 
consider “what would you say” will help to assess the accuracy 
of the family member’s perception. 
 In the American cultural context, family members often 
feel that they must accept aggressive treatment options. When I 
see signs of ambivalence about aggressive treatment and there 
are signs of openness to considering the question, I say, “some 
people choose not to have the team respond this aggressively, I 
wonder whether the patient has said anything about her desire 
for aggressive care.”If the response suggests the patient would 
not have wanted this level of care, or the family realizes the 
patient may not revive, I support consideration of less aggressive 
options. 

Unexplored Subgroup
The third function of the container role is to bring a subgroup 
that has not yet been explored. For example, religious practice 
can vary widely within a family circle and the subject is often 
considered taboo. A chaplain can raise the religious question 
by asking “did the patient belong to a religious community 
or practice a particular faith? Knowing this can help me to 
minister to the patient.” Likewise, when prayer is invited by one 
family member and others show signs of discomfort (turning 
one’s back, rolling one’s eyes, or beginning to leave the room), 
the chaplain would acknowledge the possibility of a different 
practice and seek to be as broadly inclusive as possible. Here 
again, the chaplain would tread very carefully in raising new 
topics with the family, as it is rare that a chaplain has an existing 
relationship with a family. 

Supporting Leadership
The fourth function of the container role – to support the 
leadership in the development of the group – is a very important 
role for the chaplain, as a part of the emergency response team, 

to understand. Many doctors and nurses have told me that the 
presence of a chaplain is itself supportive, as the staff does 
not need to focus time and attention on the family because the 
family needs are being addressed by the chaplain. 
 A second way that the chaplain can support the staff is by 
following their lead regarding the prognosis for the patient. It is 
not the chaplain’s role to deliver bad news or to interpret what 
the medical staff reports to a family. The chaplain should avoid 
being overly optimistic (your loved one is in the best hands 
possible – I’m sure he’ll be all right) or overly negative (this 
is the last ditch effort). Instead, the chaplain can support the 
message of the team, saying, for example, “the doctor did say 
they are having trouble supporting the blood pressure, but they 
are administering a new medication – let’s wait and see what 
happens.”
 A third way that the chaplain can support the leadership 
is by refraining from directly criticizing members of the staff. 
Although the chaplain may hear and accept the families’ anger 
and frustration that their concerns were not heard, the chaplain 
should never criticize the team by saying something like, “that 
doctor never listens” or “this happens all the time on this unit.”
 Finally, when a patient is moved from a general unit to 
intensive care, the chaplain can support the staff by helping 
the family to gather the patient’s belongings and move to a 
new waiting area. By helping the family with these tasks, the 
chaplain contains the family experience and allows other staff 
to focus on the patient, without worrying about the family 
members who are present. 
 In short, the role of a chaplain responding to an emergency 
situation is to contain the family, offer appropriate support, and 
allow other medical staff to focus their attention on the patient. 
The SCT Container role offers four helpful functions to guide 
chaplains in their containing role. 

Reference
The SCT Training Curriculum is described at http://www.
systemscentered.com/Training/TrainingCurriculum.

Subgrouping in A theAter-bASeD 
youth DeveLopment progrAm

–Neal Spivack (nspivack@gmail.com)

In this interview, Michael Hanchett Hanson answers questions 
about the Possibility Project, a youth development program 
that he evaluated. While assessing the program’s effectiveness, 
he looked through a systems-centered lens and saw work 
structures and processes that resembled subgrouping. He 
explores how these structures and processes are similar and 
different from subgrouping, and how they contributed to the 
program’s effectiveness.

What is The Possibility Project? The Possibility Project 
(TPP) is a theater-based youth development program. In TPP, 
teenagers from across a city come together to write and perform 
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a large-scale musical based on their life experiences. TPP 
was founded in 1994 and, today, runs two general population 
projects in New York City, each with 50–100 young people per 
year, and one program just for youth in foster care. There are 
also affiliated programs in Rochester, NY, Charlotte, NC, Baton 
Rouge, LA, Los Angeles, CA and Santa Barbara, CA. TPP has 
also run programs in Israel and South Africa. 
 This program is intense in the time and energy the youth 
put into the work. They meet every week for eight hours from 
October through June, with additional rehearsals in February 
and March, leading up to the production. The outcome is also 
intense: this is not your average musical. The story themes, 
based on the cast’s real-life experiences, can include incest, 
domestic violence, homelessness, gang violence, homophobia, 
depression, self-harm and drug and alcohol abuse. 
 Much of the program has been designed to break down 
stereotypes, and simultaneously build relations based on 
personal experiences. For example, in the first meeting of 
a TPP year, about 100 teenagers (the majority high school 
students) from across New York City come together, most 
meeting each other for the first time. After some warm-ups and 
group-based activities, the Artistic Director asks the group to 
brainstorm the most important and difficult issues that they, and 
the other teenagers they know, face. The young people almost 
always come up with a list of serious situations, ranging from 
sexual abuse to gang violence to homelessness to parental 
drug abuse. Then flip chart sheets are put up around the room 
with one issue on each. The participants can write about their 
experiences on cards that they put onto the flip chart sheets. All 
of the participants then go around the room and read about the 
experiences of the other group members. After that, they break 
into small groups and discuss the issues. 
 In the research interviews, many participants talked about 
the impact of that first meeting. For example, one who came 
from a gang-dominated neighborhood had arrived skeptical 
about participating in the program at all. He said he stayed in 
the program because of that activity.
 “The section I was stuck on was on gun violence. I was 
reading all of them [the cards describing other participants’ 
experiences]. I was like, ‘I am not alone here. There are other 
people out here who are going through the same thing I am’” 
(Hanchett Hanson et al., 2013, p. 41).

Who are the people who participate in TPP? What are their 
needs? What are they looking for from TPP? Sixty percent 
of the youth in TPP come from families that live below the 
poverty line and 80% identify as African-American or Hispanic. 
The study found that those who join the program and remain 
in it, have often self-selected for both a high general sense 
of self-efficacy. Also, we found that a substantial proportion 
had suffered traumas. It is not surprising that those who would 
choose to participate in such an intensive program would 
include youth who could profit form a safe space to explore 
experiences related to the topics the program covers, such as 
gender and violence. In one year of my research:

• Approximately half of the young women and one-third of the 
young men had been victims of sexual abuse;

• Over half of the members of the casts were struggling, or 
had struggled, with seriously self-destructive behaviors, such 
as cutting (self-mutilation), alcohol abuse or involvement in 
abusive romantic relationships; 

• Between 12.5% (at one program site) and 20% (at another 
site) of the youth had someone they knew seriously wounded 
or killed by gun violence (Hanchett Hanson et al., 2013).

What was your mission, and what were your findings from 
studying the TPP? In consultation with The National Center 
for Children and Families at Teachers College, I conducted a 
three-year study funded by The Lumina Foundation, evaluating 
The Possibility Project. My mission was to use rigorous research 
methods to determine exactly what was occurring and how. I 
used a mixed-methods study with data from pre and post self-
report surveys of a test and comparison group, coded interviews 
and group discussions and structured rehearsal observations. 
 The quantitative analysis found significant program effects 
on three social competencies. Regression models that matched 
comparison group and test group members on a range of 
demographic and economic variables showed that, at the end 
of the program year, program participants were significantly 
higher on providing emotional support, self-disclosing and 
conflict resolution skills. 
 The qualitative data then provided a clear picture of how 
the discrete skills came together in the program participants’ 
experience. Coding of interviews and group discussions showed 
two dominant themes regarding participant change:
• Increased self-acceptance and confidence
• Greater openness to diversity and empathy for other 

perspectives
The greater comfort with self-disclosure, willingness to give 
emotional support and ability to resolve conflicts all contribute 
to these two general outcomes. The process the program uses 
and the descriptions of these effects by the participants also 
reflect a conscious move away from stereotypes as a basis for 
developing friendships.

What is it about the TPP that supports subgrouping? 
The program is an intensive and structured process that 
simultaneously breaks down stereotypes and builds relationships 
based on shared experiences. In my analysis, I described the 
program as a spiral curriculum in which similar subjects are 
repeatedly revisited, each time exploring different dimensions 
and/or in greater depth. 
 The stereotype deconstruction progressed from the first 
rehearsal meeting, described above, to a series of workshops 
explicitly designed to problematize stereotypes of race, class, 
gender and sexual orientation. Then the cast members share 
their life stories in a closed-door session. 
 Within each of these steps the participants have structured 
prompts to share their common experiences and find the 
common aspects of apparently different experiences. For 
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example, in the workshop on gender roles, the boys discuss 
what stereotypically represents masculinity and what they feel 
pressure to do to prove their manhood. The girls listen. Then 
the girls discuss what stereotypically represents femininity and 
what they feel they need to do to be feminine. The leader uses 
the discussion to show how the “man in a box” and “woman 
on a pedestal” reciprocally harms both groups. In principle, 
this progression of activities is very similar to functional 
subgrouping in systems-centered protocols, where the two 
sides of a split explore their own experiences and ultimately 
find that they have much in common. The young people, still 
in their gender groups, then go through a series of activities to 
facilitate discussion about perceptions of, and needs from, the 
other gender. In the research, participants talked to me about 
how powerful that particular set of activities was. 
 Most of the workshops on stereotypes follow a functional 
subgrouping progression in general – recognizing differences, 
exploring them and finding commonality. 
 An exception may be particularly instructive, however. 
The year that I first observed the program, the workshop on 
homophobia took the opposite approach. (These activities have 
since changed.) That year, the group started with an activity 
designed to help all of the group imagine what it would be 
like to go through some of the worst types of discrimination 
that LGBTQ youth have historically faced. Then the group 
debriefed. In other words, they moved from an assumption of 
similarity to a discussion of difference. As systems-centered 
theory would suggest, this approach increased the intensity 
of splits within the group. First, the LGBTQ youth protested 
that the activity did not reflect their experiences. Then a joke 
that might be construed as homophobic suddenly ignited an 
argument. Within seconds, the 70 or so youth literally moved 
into two groups, yelling at each other. The group as a whole 
had found a powerful split, but did not have a functional 
subgrouping lens for exploring it. 
 TPP anticipates revisiting all of the issues it addresses 
– he spiral curriculum model – throughout the year, so there 
would be other opportunities to address issues gradually. Still, 
this unanticipated conflict was a split where a formal use of the 
theory of functional subgrouping might have been helpful. 

How do you see the subgrouping you observed as different 
from functional subgrouping in SCT? It was different in at 
least three senses. First, these practices are occurring outside 
of therapeutic groups or formal organizational interventions. 
As described above, the program designers had never heard 
of functional subgrouping, but over the last 20 years have 
organically constructed a process to help young people connect 
across stereotypic boundaries and promote social change. 
 Second, TPP has developed a wide variety of practices 
that follow the general, underlying progression of functional 
subgrouping but look very different on the surface, in terms 
of what people are doing. As I said earlier, the workshops on 
stereotypes all have different activities, but generally follow 
the model of acknowledging differences, learning that others in 

the group share your experience, an exploration of experiences, 
a deconstruction of stereotypes, and an understanding of 
commonality. 
 Finally, the TPP “subgrouping” is undeveloped at the level of 
theory. Because the leaders do not use a theory of subgrouping, 
they are not making as much use of the circumstances as 
they could to explore and resolve splits and to help the group 
develop. The argument that arose at the end of the workshop 
on homophobia is an example. When that argument erupted, 
the adult leaders of the program used the conflict resolution 
model that the program teaches, which includes de-escalating 
the hostility, clearly communicating perspectives and needs and 
working toward resolutions. That approach calmed the situation 
and probably helped the participants develop communication 
skills. 
 There was little evidence, however, that issues underlying 
the argument were explored. If the leaders had been able to 
take the group through the process of functional subgrouping 
to explore the splits, a more profound integration of differences 
in the group and within the individuals might have resulted. In 
addition, the adult directors of the program describe some years 
as particularly “cliquey,” and every year there is a split between 
returning and new members. These are situations where explicit 
use of functional subgrouping might advance the development 
of the group substantially.
 Note, however, we should not underestimate the potential 
challenges here. These are adolescents, and they are still learning 
some basic social skills, like listening and communication of 
perspectives. Furthermore, good curriculum design is an art. 
We would not want to overwhelm the young people by asking 
them to explore functional subgroup splits at every opportunity, 
but more explicit use of subgrouping protocols could enhance 
the already very impressive work of the program.

Were there any other surprises or learnings from studying 
the TPP?I learned to think about how the work phase of a task 
group can build on the strengths of functional subgrouping. For 
example, through the use of theater, TPP extends the exploration 
of differences and commonalities in a less linear fashion than 
the stereotype workshops. The play script is a rough outline in 
which common themes from the cast members’life stories form 
a series of story lines. No one plays in the story lines that reflect 
their life experience, however. As a result the cast members, as 
they workshop the resolutions of their story lines, are solving 
each other’s problems. This aspect of the TPP program structure 
does not mirror functional subgrouping protocol structures, but 
extends the work of a group that has formed through the TPP 
versions of functional subgrouping described above. 
 I was surprised by how well the process worked. The 15–
18 year-olds I was interviewing, had a profundity of outlook 
and humanity that is not at all common in that age group, and 
they had a lot of the tools they needed to negotiate the trickier 
parts of their lives – in some cases abusive parents, addictions, 
bullying, etc. 
 I was also surprised by the impact of just being able to 
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share experiences in a safe space where people will listen 
without judging or rushing to the authorities. (TPP adults just 
listen except in cases where someone would be in immediate 
danger.) In the process, I realized how very seldom adolescents 
have that opportunity, so particularly important as they explore 
social life and roles, which inevitably include stereotypes.

Reference
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contempLAtive group DynAmicS: 
minDFuLneSS in the group, oF 
the group, with the group

–Lawrence J Ladden (lawrence.ladden@gmail.com)

We readily see when we enter a group that we, as individuals, 
constitute the group. What we are less apt to see are the myriad 
ways the group, and by extension the social and cultural world, 
are constituting us. Contemplative Group Dynamics (CGD) is 
an inquiry into this mutual causality of individual and group. 
 A group is being defined here as a relational environment 
that individuals form and are formed by. Inquiry suggests that 
we bring a sense of curiosity, or even wonder, toward this mutual 
causality. Our own development is necessarily connected to 
others’ development. The CGD inquiry simulates this in the 
hope that we can enter each environment with greater clarity 
and warmth.
 The content of CGD practice is ordered sequentially 
according to the four foundations of mindfulness: sensation, 
feeling, mental/emotional events and experience. The process 
of CGD uses functional subgrouping to discriminate and 
integrate the four foundations. 

Practice of Mindfulness
For over 2500 years mindfulness, derived from Buddhism, 
has flourished in many cultures. Practiced by both monastics 
and the laity, it presents an approach to living based on non-
reactivity and kindness. Non-reactivity is cultivated by training 
the mind to notice its own activity and to regard that activity 
with kindness rather than judgment. This training, by reducing 
self-preoccupation, naturally begins to infiltrate our contact 
with others. From this perspective, the group or society is 
inseparable from meditative development, whereby, empathy 
and compassion unfold as self-centeredness loosens. 
 Mindfulness refers to the capacity to attend to the present 
without distraction. Mindfulness training is a progressive set of 
practices that helps us discover who we are, individually and 
socially, on the other side, so to speak, of our preconceptions. 
These practices engage the body in stillness and movement; 
engage the senses in listening, seeing, and tasting; and engage 
the mind in recognizing the arising, passing, and fading of its 

thoughts and feelings. This engagement helps us to dismantle 
our very strong self-centered conclusions and reactions.
 The Buddhist tradition places great value on direct 
experience. Mindfulness embodies this direct approach with its 
focus on sensing, feeling, and moving. Mindfulness instructions 
are simple, focusing on posture, breathing, acknowledging 
thought and returning to the breath. Even though these 
instructions are simple, our mind fabricates thoughts and drifts 
relentlessly and our capacity to self-observe is weak. Therefore 
training is aimed at gently becoming familiar with our mind: 
its aversion, attraction, and indifference. We could say that the 
relevance of mindfulness training throughout time, including 
Western culture’s current embrace, is the pervasive struggle 
humans have with aversion, attraction, and indifference. Thereby 
proper training eases the preoccupation and opinionatedness 
which aversion, attraction, and indifference induce.

Theory: Eight Levels of Cognitive Awareness
Buddhism provides a number of models and theories of how the 
surface and depth aspects of mind function. Mind as a general 
term is synonymous with experience, consciousness, and 
cognitive awareness. Specific models then define the operation 
of mind and illuminate its structure and function. 
 Here we discuss the eight levels of cognitive awareness 
or consciousness developed by the Yogâcârins. The theoretical 
development of the eight consciousness model and in particular 
the clarification of the role of the “store-house” consciousness 
occurred over approximately a thousand years (Waldron, 2003). 
The model culminated with theYogâcârins (400 CE) articulation 
of how the first five sense levels and the sixth of thinking mind, 
which are inherently unstable, are interdependent with the 
more stable and subliminal afflictive and store-house levels of 
the seventh and eight respectively. This model is chosen in this 
context because it includes a formulation of the collective habit 
patterns. Thus it brings into play the social forms of patterning 
which CGD explores.

Five Senses and Thinking Mind
Each consciousness arises based on contact between an object 
and base. Consciousness or cognitive awareness then is a result 
of the meeting of object and base. Visual consciousness, for 
example, arises when the mechanism of the eye, or more precisely 
the visual system, meets an object. The model corresponds 
well with cognitive science models of perception, agreeing, for 
example, that perception is activated by “difference” (Waldron, 
2004). Difference is not intrinsic to the subject or object. 
 The sixth level, mental cognitive awareness, is considered 
a sense with thought or idea as its object. Mental cognitive 
awareness both “knows” what is arising within the five senses 
and “knows” what is arising as a mental object. Unlike the 
other five senses, however, mental cognitive awareness, due to 
categorization, concept, and language can become reflexive – 
thinking about thinking. The goal of mindfulness is to stabilize 
mind’s tendency to proliferate thought (Thrangu, 2003). By 
using sense perception and breath, which are non-conceptual, 
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clear, and immediate, as supports, gradually the wildness of 
thinking and distractibility is tamed. 
 This means that the steps along the path of mindfulness 
practice, starting with body sensation and breath, are intended to 
stabilize and calm the mind. Mind may operate separately or co-
operate with sense perception (Hanh, 2006). For example, when 
eating, one can attend to the taste of food or be preoccupied by 
thought. This calming and stabilizing restores the practitioner’s 
relationship with the body and cognition. This initiates a shift in 
attention away from the imagined or constructed realities of the 
sixth level toward a greater appreciation of things as they are.

Self and Storehouse Consciousness
The next two levels are more stable, the result of habitual 
patterns generated at the individual, social, and cultural levels 
over extended periods of time. As an intergenerational pattern, 
for example, gender roles have a cultural basis and are also used 
to define individual identity.
 The seventh level is the root afflictive sense of self: “the 
most subtle level of fixation on a self ” (Kongtrul, 1996, p.126). 
The seventh level supports the sixth, subliminally coloring 
actions. The world we get “caught up in” is experienced 
through the filter of afflictive mind: liking, disliking, ignoring. 
Without awareness of our mind’s reactivity, we remain subject 
to its automatic patterns. When we practice meditation, we 
see how discursive thinking is the output of the reactions: 
what I want, what I don’t want. With mindfulness we begin 
to loosen our strong identification with these thoughts. The 
emotional reactivity of the seventh solidifies a sense of self. 
Self-centeredness subsists by ignoring the conditioned and 
contextual nature of things and so generates suffering and 
struggle. Meditation is designed to progressively reveal and 
undo this solidification or self-centeredness.
 This means that the automatic habit patterns are, by 
definition, generated outside of awareness. By working with 
the first six levels we begin to see clearly into these automatic 
patterns. As Fenner (1995) comments, it is not just the thought 
of “I,” as if, in the absence of the thought of “I,” there would be 
selflessness. Rather the root fixation consists of deeply learned 
habits that form our sense of identity and agency. These habits 
have both individual and social dimensions as mentioned above.
 The eighth level is âlaya-vijñâna, the “store-house” or 
base level, which stores the metaphoric “seeds” of habitual 
patterns. The Yogâcârins defined a detailed interplay between 
the momentary arising of experience, on the one hand, and the 
enduring nature of reactive patterns, on the other. Our reactive 
styles organize the momentary arising of sense perception and 
thought into a self-reinforcing pattern. Mindfulness discipline 
brings experiential insight into this process. For example, 
during practice we have awareness of sense perception (seeing, 
hearing, touch etc), then emerges a feeling tone (pleasant, 
unpleasant, neutral), then mind is drawn in or out, feeling 
aversion, attraction, or indifference. These are precisely the 
practices of the first three foundations of mindfulness. Each 
moment of experience is both cause and effect of the eighth 

consciousness. This is analogous to the waves of a stream, the 
waves are moments of experience and the underlying current 
represents the conditions; they are inseparable (Waldron, 2003). 
The opportunity exists during mindfulness practice to let go of 
attraction to pleasant or unpleasant sensation, for example, with 
thoughts and stories, and return to the breath. Or we can ignore 
and proliferate thinking. Such a choice point is consequential 
for the interplay between these synchronic or momentary and 
diachronic or habituated dimensions. Proliferating thought 
and wandering mind reinforce the habit energy of the base 
consciousness rather than letting it dissolve as it is met by 
awareness. 

Individual and Collective Aspects
The Abhidharma (Buddhist psychology) text, Mahâyâna-
saügraha by Asangadescribes two experiences of the world, an 
individual one and a collective one, resulting from the respective 
actions of individuals or groups, “actions beings commit in 
common’’ (Waldron, 2004, p.19). The individual world is 
experienced by virtue of individuals' “biological particularity,” 
for example, through their sense faculties. The collective world 
is a result of a common “cognitive domain” shaped by culture 
and language (Waldron, ibid). 
 The metaphor of a seed describes a potential result. In 
the Indian Buddhist tradition, and specifically in Asanga’s 
Mahâyâna-saügraha the storehouseholds distinct individual 
and collective potentials or seeds. A potential comes into 
actuality when the necessary causes and conditions ensue. The 
development of a shared world indicates that a multitude of 
common conditions, involving history, education, and language, 
have come to fruition. 
 Waldron describes how the Mahâyâna-saügraha 
commentary explains just how a common cognitive domain or 
world comes about:
 “[The statement] ‘the common [aspect of âlaya awareness] 
is the seed of the shared world’ means that it is the cause…
of perceptions … which appear as the shared world. It is 
common because these perceptions appear similarly to all who 
experience them through the force of maturation…that is in 
accordance with their own similar karma.” (Waldron, 2004, 
p.19, italics in the original) 
 The phrase, “the cause of perceptions which appear as the 
shared world” speaks to how society arises. We take for granted 
similarity without acknowledging the scaffold of conditions 
that have made that possible, including language acquisition, 
and similar enough history. What the above passage suggests is 
a substratum of common experience that runs deep and which 
shapes our shared perception of the world. 
 Meditation practice interrupts the individual planting 
of the seeds of emotional reactivity and judgment that then 
come to fruition as further struggle and dissatisfaction. In 
effect, this struggle results in a more solid and isolated sense 
of self. Contemplative group dynamics works with how these 
collective seeds of emotional reactivity are sown and hence 
reify a sense of self and other. By working with each foundation 
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of mindfulness the conditions (sensation, etc.) which constitute 
and re-constitute the self, moment to moment become clearer. 
Functional subgrouping concurrently softens the constitution 
and reconstitution of “other,” as similarities and differences in 
experience are explored. It is this deeply held and automatic 
distinction between self and other that generates suffering:
 The Yogâcâra-bhûmi thus warns that as long as one “is not 
freed from the bondage of perception in regard to distinguishing 
marks (nimitta)” – that is, as long as one remains constrained by 
the unconscious schemas underlying ordinary perception – then 
so long will all our forms of cognitive awareness be indelibly 
informed by the distinction between “self ” and “other” 
and thereby subtly motivated by the underlying disposition 
toward the sense “I am.” And insofar as this conduces towards 
karmically consequential actions, so far does this entrenched 
self-view keep us caught in cyclic existence, endlessly spinning 
further webs of ensnaring signification. (Waldron, 2004, p.19)

Mindfulness and Functional Subgrouping
Contemplative Group Dynamics acknowledges this conditioned 
substratum and its role in shaping our shared world. Language 
use is the most significant product and faculty of this common 
aspect. Language use connects individual and collective activity. 
Implicit in language use is an extended historical background 
where cultural and social forces shape human capacities for 
categorization which then mix with cognitive awareness of 
sensory and mental fields (i.e., the first 6 consciousnesses). 
Contemplation is poignantly concerned with the implicit and 
silent that comes before categorization and classification. From 
this “primordial silence,” to use Merleau-Ponty’s expression, 
authentic speech occurs (Merleau-Ponty, 1962). It is in this 
back and forth between speech and silence, that the meditative 
sensibility of the group develops fresh sociality.
 Next a brief description is provided of how Contemplative 
Group Dynamics proceeds. As with the formal individual 
mindfulness practice, Contemplative Group practice works 
with physical posture and the group environment. Members are 
seated in a circle, in chairs or on the floor, with attention to an 
upright stable posture. We assure everyone can see everyone 
and if not, adjustments are made. 
 A twenty minute period of sparsely guided practice on 
mindfulness of body follows. This is done either with eyes 
closed or open. Then, if members have eyes closed they are 
asked to open them, and briefly report current sensation in a 
simple phrase, e.g., “warm hands” followed by the expression 
“anyone else…?”
 Anyone else tells the group they are done and opens the 
dialogue. As other members join with sensation, a palpable 
sense of the group’s temperature is gleaned. This exploration of 
body sensation is followed by a ten minute reflective period of 
surprises or learnings. The method of “functional subgrouping” 
is the innovation of Systems-Centered Training. The progression 
starting with mindfulness of body and moving to mindfulness 
of experience with the group defines Contemplative Group 
Dynamics. 

 This sequence is repeated and, depending on the readiness 
of the group, a variation is offered. After the guided practice, 
members may then describe experience with eyes closed. 
This exercise separates the listening and speaking exchanges 
from the visual field. The focus on mindfulness of listening is 
common in the individual formal practice. Use of the guided 
body scan with eyes closed is integral to MBSR. In this CGD 
exercise there is a quality of a body scan with each member 
making spontaneous contributions. The feeling or sentient body 
is explored together and becomes foreground. Practicing the 
functional subgrouping with eyes closed is meant to convey, 
by vision’s absence, how vision adds complexity to listening. 
Care is taken not to augment centralizing inward, but rather to 
highlight an inter-subjective somatic experience. 

Sensual Empathy
The following session continues with mindfulness of body, eyes 
open, and the subgrouping naturally begins to disclose “sensual 
empathy” (Stein,1989). This refers to when members observe 
how another member’s description directs their own attention 
to the same area of their body, and often to a similar sensation. 
As the group works, this observation becomes obvious and 
is usually brought forth by a member. This observation also 
discloses how sensation resonates when spoken. Implicit in 
sensual empathy is the connection which is present before 
thought. Now the awareness of how we are affected by one 
another at this basic level of the spoken sensation is made 
explicit. Members grasp how understanding the other is visceral 
and prior to any conceptual grasp. As we understand the other 
through our bodily knowing, this knowing becomes a basis for 
more complex experiences of empathy and compassion. The 
ordinariness of sensation generally allows a neutrality of the 
sharing; one unlikely to activate defensiveness.
 The group begins to see how, by sharing “with” the group, 
they are forming and being formed (in-formed) by the group. 
The first period of practice is devoted to mindfulness of body 
sensation. As such it is non-conceptual and immediate. During 
this time members are learning the basics of the functional 
subgrouping practice. If the training seminar is of two days 
duration, time is divided into four three hour periods with one 
period for each foundation.
 The CGD approach involves a grounding in the bodily 
basis of meaning making and experience.
 “When I experience myself and when I experience others, 
there is, in fact, a common denominator. In both cases, I 
am dealing with embodiment, and one of the features of my 
embodied subjectivity is that it, per definition, entails an acting 
and living in the world” (Zahavi, 2005, p. 160). 
 Such a simple observation is often overlooked: our body 
is our link with others and with our environment. This link is 
taking different forms moment by moment. In daily life, when 
we hear a given communication, pleasant or unpleasant, we 
may remain indifferent in our attitude but nevertheless we 
are affected, under the radar, so to speak. The CGD practice 
considers these elemental aspects as they begin to cohere into 
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more complex patterns. This complexity is approached next 
with pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral feeling tone and then with 
mental/emotional events, the second and third foundations 
respectively. 
 Mindfulness “in” the group is the member being mindful 
of his or her subjective experience; of sensation, for example. 
Mindfulness “of ” the group then extends this subjective 
awareness to the group through speech. Mindfulness “with” 
the group is the intersubjective communication among group 
members. In each step there is an expanding outward into a 
mindful sociality.
 Contemplative practice traditionally is conducted in silence 
which provides a crucible for contemplation and frees one from 
what Merleau-Ponty (1962) calls second order speech and 
second order thought where meaning is “ready-made” (p.84). 
By suspending automatic, ready-made speech we suspend the 
thought processes which it may activate. And when we suspend 
automatic thinking, the compulsion toward representing the 
thought in speech is suspended. This automatic and at times 
obsessive movement of mind degrades attention. Mindfulness 
training, in its solitary form, works with the thought process by 
introducing a support (an object of attention) such as the breath 
or movement. CGD works with speech, wherein the group 
itself becomes the support for members’ attention. Members 
are attending to the group and the group is attending to them. 
 The group communication pattern may show a concentrated 
or scattered quality of attention. By starting with body sensation, 
the communication is initially free of the automaticity of 
narrative’s scattering effect. As more complex mental and 
emotional themes emerge, present moment attention may 
become bound or constricted by reactivity. Reactivity may take 
the form of drifting to the past or future by an individual or as a 
group. As a practice, we notice this reactivity and, when useful, 
explore it. This exploration increases the capacity as a group to 
hold what arises in awareness rather than being carried off. In 
CGD we see this capacity as a developmental process for the 
group. For individual members, becoming mindful of the group 
is usefully thought of as a learning process, one cultivated by 
experience, rather than an individual trait. 

First-order Speech
Contemplative Group Dynamics is a practice of first-order, 
authentic speech. First-order speech is not ready-made. 
Merleau-Ponty offers examples which include a child learning 
to speak, a lover speaking to the beloved, a writer searching 
for the right expression. In each example a relationship 
exists between the forming words and attention toward the 
unknown. As we describe our experience of body, a pausing 
and recognizing is required, we sense rather than think about 
the body. With the expansion of mindfulness “of” and “with” 
the group, the solitude of the formal mindfulness of body is 
now being shared. Shared in its simplicity, changeability, and 
even its boredom. 
 The group is also taking the first steps to learn a 
communication method of joining on similarities, for example 

of sensation or pleasant or unpleasant feeling tone. Functional 
subgrouping as a discipline distinguishes speech and groupings 
that are second order or stereotyped respectively from ones 
that are functional. The first foundation of body sensation also 
establishes the anchoring and immediacy that the body provides 
for the group’s present moment attention. The following 
transcript expresses this:

Lori: What’s happening for me now [is] I feel a sensation of my 
heart opening up and deepening warmth in my body. I like that 
very much. Anyone else…

Connie: I just noticed the transition when you said relief, I felt 
ease of resting together and then I noticed an opening up to the 
heart area, and you gave voice to that. Anyone else…

Tracy: I’m noticing a sense of soothing sensation, just the flow 
of my breath, of being settled into a quiet place and then feeling 
that delight around the heart area, so it is all very pleasant 
right now. Anyone else…

 A first-order freshness can be heard in this exchange, 
wherein sensation is central and immediate. As with mindfulness 
practice generally, the idea is not to create a “state,” but to relate 
precisely with what is going on. Working with body sensation 
in this way rests attention on both a very brief time frame 
where one’s sensations change, and on description rather than 
interpretation. This time frame is distinct from the narrative 
frame of explanation, interpretation, or the employment of 
memory that typically provides the content of our social 
communication (Ladden, 2007). 
 By extensive initial grounding in bodily experience, a norm 
of description and immediacy is cultivated within the group. 
This norm makes it relatively easy to label gently the arising 
of verbal explanations, interpretations, worries, and judgments 
of group members when they arise. This parallels using the 
technique of labeling “thinking” to interrupt discursive internal 
dialogue during individual mindfulness practice, and returning 
to the breath. Contemplative Group Dynamics facilitation 
extends this interruption to group dialogue. Such interruption 
permits the individual’s and the group’s attention to reset within 
the unknown present. In many ways this resetting can be done 
more readily than during individual meditation practice, where 
a practitioner may not notice they’re drifting. If narratives do 
get traction, the loss of group attention and energy is readily 
apparent. The group container provides a holding function for 
present moment attention. Members’ attention is drawn out into 
the open field of the group environment. 

Solicitation
In his discussion of Dewey’s notion of integral experience 
related to art, Robert Innis describes how “the perceiver 
is caught up in and solicited by the emerging experiential 
whole…[and] is creating … experience through continuous 
participation" (1934:60; italics in the original; Innis,1994 in 
Johnson, 2007, p.77). Within the contemplative group, this 
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“solicitation” of the member by the group-as-a-whole helps 
the member have a clearer and more stable attention to the co-
created present. The leader’s redirecting or guiding a member’s 
or the group’s attention supports this ongoing participation and 
also normalizes the mind’s propensity to drift, making it less 
personal. The cultivation of the capacity of each member to 
attend to the group context is of primary concern. Contemplative 
Group Dynamics training is here presenting a difference in 
emphasis. The opportunity now is for the meditator to raise his 
or her gaze to the presence of the group.
 During the CGD practice we acknowledge the impulses and 
mental events of the 7th level (third foundation of mindfulness): 
attraction, aversion and indifference. This is only done after 
practicing mindfulness of body sensation and feeling tone 
along with establishing the norms of functional subgrouping. 
This provides a basis in method for the group to hold in 
awareness what are traditionally known as the three “poisons” 
(attraction, aversion, indifference). Mindful awareness serves 
as an antidote, rather than acting on the three poisons which 
reinforces them, or as the Abhidharma puts it, perfumes or 
fattens them. Members see how the three reactions arise in the 
group, and so study how the group can contain in awareness 
the particular qualities of the reactions. Containment requires 
the foundations of body sensation and feeling tone previously 
practiced. 
 The seventh level serves as a base for the proliferation 
of thought which generates a world we may not want to live 
in. By working in a functional subgroup with the textures of 
aversion, attraction, and indifference (the third foundation), 
these reactions can be explored rather than solidified. The 
Contemplative Group practice here brings together the way 
experience is represented and spoken about (the sixth level) 
with the subliminal fuel of the habit energies of the seventh. By 
acknowledging aversion, for example, in a functional subgroup, 
this exploration becomes simpler: the constituent components 
of sensation and feeling are acknowledged. 
In the following exchange, members are annoyed with the 
leader because he questioned the group returning to pleasant 
experience as a calm island at the cost of attending to the 
environment and others.
 
Dawn: I can actually relate to unsettledness right now in a big 
way. I’m noticing this prickly feeling…it is lingering. It started 
when you were talking. I noticed this blaming. All of a sudden 
I’m blaming L (the leader) for the fact that I’m losing, very 
much a blaming. An outward feeling of: you are ruining my 
good experience! I also notice I was very much less present to 
be able to listen to what Debra was saying. I still am feeling 
agitated and an aversion to agitation.

(Member is referring to five minutes ago to the critique of going 
back inside…using meditation as an anesthetic)

Leader: Yes, and an aversion to me ruining your good 
experience!

Sarah: What I notice arising in me was a clear resistance. It did 
not have a blaming tone so much as it had a sense of digging 
my feet in like… if you want to see negativity (group laughter), 
stay in my quiet place…You don’t understand how appealing 
this rest and the replenishment, the hunger I have for that, and 
you clearly don’t understand what it means…(group laughter)

Mary: When you said it is not going anywhere... the pleasant 
and unpleasant…it sort of I guess, there was a little bit of anger 
come up. I want my pleasant…I don’t want it to go away…
there was some upset that you were taking, pulling something 
away from me, or sort of from the group, there was this sucking 
out or something, of something that I wanted to be there…

Rich: When Sarah started to talk and expressed her negativity, 
I felt an opening and it felt fantastic and it felt very good, [but] 
when Mary started talking I found myself going into quiet and I 
didn’t want to do that. 

Leader: So which one do you want. You have a fork in the road 
between going inside or staying open? 

(Working theme of not using mindfulness to go back inside and 
presenting member with a choice.) 

Rich: To stay open.

Amy: I noticed a shift of wanting, of previously wanting, to 
stay inside myself, stay with the pleasant…sensations without 
defining it…there was an ‘ah ha’moment, yes this is what it is 
about…noticing clinging and noticing aversion, I didn’t feel 
attached.

Leader: Clinging or aversion to negativity, so-called 
negativity…

Dawn: I feel very alive, being able to just voice that I was 
irritated. Something amazingly shifted like all that irritation 
energy just went to energy…without an attachment.

(Present moment joining and voicing of impact of bringing in 
irritation and letting go of blame.) 
 This exchange is an example of working with aversion/
irritation. Members experienced its arising, duration, and 
fading. The functional subgrouping process lets it be met, 
experienced, and released. The transcript also illustrates how 
the group exchange “solicited” members’ attention away from 
self-absorption when one member heard “negativity” being 
expressed. The transient experience of sharing felt irritation 
can be discerned from “case building” or complaint. Case 
building and complaint depend on cognitive proliferation. The 
exploration of irritation/aversion may have a particular value for 
meditators by making it less likely that the calm of mindfulness 
will be used to pacify and avoid emotion. 

Conclusion
The eight levels of consciousness model describes an 
interdependent relationship between our moment to moment 
experience and our established habit patterns. Contemplative 
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Group Dynamics explores this interdependent relationship as 
a group. It builds on the Yogâcârin theory of collective habit 
patterns by introducing a group meditation practice aimed at 
transforming these patterns. According to the Yogâcârins, while 
our collective habits interact with our individual habits, they 
represent a distinct aspect. The collective habits are generated 
on a different time scale, for example, intergenerationally; 
they operate automatically; and they are hard to see and still 
harder to dismantle. Because such habits reconstitute very 
fast, a disciplined approach is required. Contemplative Group 
Dynamics uses the innovative SCT method of functional 
subgrouping for this purpose. This parallels using a skillful 
method during the practice of meditation, such as the four 
foundations.
 Because the collective habits are formed in common, their 
exploration as a group is fitting. Within a group, our social and 
cultural habits invariably emerge. As mentioned, the forces that 
generate and maintain these habits are hard to see. Now they 
can be met directly in awareness – of and with the group. Rather 
than automatically recreating an unlivable world, one defined 
by our collective habits, we can suspend doing so, and see if 
there is a more open possibility. There is an essential expression 
of compassion when we see how these patterns are formed by 
us and form us.
 CGD provides a formal venue for meditators to explore 
speech and to listen with other meditators, without reference to 
memory or narrative. The CGD form is the integration of the 
four foundations, as a structure, with functional subgrouping 
as a process. This results in a practice which serves to re-
contextualize the four foundations as a group practice. The 
foundations will be familiar to most meditators as a way of 
transforming attention. What is different is using speech to 
train with the four foundations. With the exception of group 
liturgical and ritual forms, using the group for mind training 
remains largely unexplored within meditative culture.
 As a group, how might we bring curiosity toward 
understanding this human life, one precious and rare? The CGD 
practice shows how we are connected at the sentient level of 
sensing and speaking with others. The four foundations offer a 
fine grain approach to exploring this connection. The group isn’t 
approached as an audience or to discuss experience. Rather the 
contemplative group illuminates how this connectedness arises.
 CGD shows how stabilizing attention with mindfulness 
of body sensation can work at the group level. We appreciate 
then the emergence of sensual empathy. This simple exchange 
among members shows the power contained in speech. This 
power is felt in the body as a resonance. At this elemental level, 
prior to concept, we glean how we are affected and connected 
with one another. While we acknowledge the relatively 
impersonal arising and fading of sensation during the functional 
subgrouping, the observation of sensual empathy leaves one 
with a heightened sense of responsibility for one another and 
the world we generate together.
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my experience oF the 
contempLAtive group 
DynAmicS workShop

–Olaf van Kooten (koote001@gmail.com)

We took the Contemplative Group Dynamics workshop 
led by Larry Ladden at the Pre-Conference Institute of the 
SCTRI Annual Conference in San Francisco. My partner 
Annick and I are involved in training people to develop their 
compassion towards self and others as a deepening next step 
after mindfulness training. In that process, we have become 
acutely aware of the lack of interpersonal interaction training 
in most secular contemplative practices. As a consequence, 
we were very curious how SCT could be incorporated into 
contemplative practice. 

Eight stages
Larry started out describing the eight stages of mind as seen 
in Buddhism. The first five correspond to the five senses as 
we know them. The sixth sense is seen as thinking; Buddhism 
considers our inner reality as an integral part of reality as a 
whole. Interestingly, with functional Magnetic Resonance 
Imaging (MRI) of the brain it is impossible to distinguish 
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between an image as seen by a person and the same image 
being visualized (Goebel et al, 1998). 
 The seventh part of our mind is the consciousness that 
discriminates and reacts to the data that flows into our reality 
through these six senses. And the eighth part is the storehouse 
consciousness, also known as the alaya-vijnana, in which our 
collective memories and cultural contexts come into play. An 
extensive literature exists on this view of mind in Buddhist 
culture. Fortunately, Larry kept it extremely simple, and that 
was sufficient for us.
 The first part of the hands-on practice was a long centering 
exercise, called meditation, leading to acute awareness of the 
information from our five senses flowing into our system. After 
centering for about 15 minutes, we were asked to close our eyes 
and start mentioning out loud what it was we were experiencing, 
of course without explanations. Hesitantly, a voice pierced 
the silence and mentioned some tingling feeling in the feet, 
another voice mentioned a pain in the shoulder, etcetera. The 
extraordinary thing was that each voice immediately instilled 
that feeling in me. But as soon as the voice disappeared, the 
feeling dissolved again. 
 After some time, we were asked to open our eyes and let 
the visual input into our minds. I became acutely aware of the 
formidable energy it takes to adjust to all this new information. 
However, as long as I didn’t make eye contact with other group 
members, I could stay fully aware of this sensory input. 
 We continued to directly convey our sensory experiences, 
without any judgment, and many participants reported 
becoming aware of details in their field of vision which would 
normally go undetected. Now Larry asked us to shut our eyes 
again and sense the difference in experience between this and 
the first time we kept our eyes closed. 
 I experienced a much broader gamut of experiences than 
the first time. My earlier experience was one of linearly taking 
in the different experiences one after the other. Now it was as 
if I was experiencing many different feelings at the same time, 
being able to distinguish them without any trace of anxiety. 
It felt much richer, as if my consciousness had expanded 
considerably during the exchange of experiences in the group. 
That ended our morning session of working with the first five 
senses and I was very enthusiastic.

Effect of Thinking
That afternoon, we added the sixth sense to the exercise: 
our awareness of experiences by labeling them as pleasant, 
unpleasant or neutral. According to Buddhism, this is the first 
effect of our thinking on the direct input of the senses. 
 After a long centering exercise, we were asked to close 
our eyes and report our sensations, this time including whether 
sensations were pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. Apart from 
this, the afternoon was similar to the morning session. Through 
the very slow pace of the exercise it became possible to really 
stay connected to one’s own experiences, while resonating with 
those of others. 
 One participant who had a lot of experience with SCT but 

hardly any with meditation, reported that it was the pace of the 
exercise, combined with the very soft and clearly experienced 
guidance of Larry, that allowed him to stay with the actual 
exercise with a mind that didn’t wander off in arbitrary 
directions with uncontrolled thoughts.
 All participants were clearly moved and impressed by their 
experiences that day. My partner and I had dinner and excitedly 
compared our experiences. We were convinced that Larry 
really embodied the meditation, and made it possible for the 
participants to have these experiences by conveying the proper 
state of mind.

Judging
The next morning, we included the seventh state of our mind to 
our exercise, the state of judgment. After a prolonged centering 
exercise, we were asked again to share our direct experiences, 
this time including sensations of aversion, attraction and 
indifference. I experienced a wondrous mix of deepening into 
myself and a strong connection with the other participants. From 
my own experience with Zen meditation, I recognized the state 
known as Samadhi: a deep state of concentration, apparently 
effortless presence, and an extraordinary clarity of mind. 
 But never had I experienced Samadhi while in 
communication with others. I usually find it only in the 
prolonged silence after days of an intensive retreat. Now I 
experienced Samadhi while being acutely aware of self and 
others, be it without eye contact. The intimacy of the experience 
was overwhelming, and I ended the morning feeling gratitude 
towards the group and towards Larry for this experience. 

Disenchantment
Over lunch I had a negative prediction for our afternoon session. 
Based on my experience with altered states in meditation, 
I predicted a strong disappointment in the afternoon, when 
we would realize that the extreme intimacy experienced in 
the morning had disappeared. I prepared myself for that 
disappointed experience in the group. 
 And the group did experience disenchantment that 
afternoon. Members expressed their frustration with the absence 
of the intimate feeling that had been present in the group in the 
morning. 
 The afternoon was oriented to a different subject, the 
storehouse consciousness. We were asked to experience our 
innate reactions to our feelings of aversion, attraction and 
indifference. Where do they come from, and how do they arise 
in our mind? 
 This was a much more difficult exercise than the previous 
ones. We went back and forth between our experiences and our 
thoughts about our experiences. Frustration was expressed as 
participants tried to wrap their mind around the concept of the 
storehouse seeds, the eighth level of consciousness, while at the 
same time working to stay connected to their sensations in the 
present.
 Surprises and learnings at the end of the workshop were 
rich, and gratitude prevailed for having experienced this 
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workshop. Meditation allowed me to enhance my centering. 
When the meditation exercise was slow enough, I was able 
to keep accessing information from my person system as I 
took up my member role in the group. This helped me bring 
in my apprehensive information, and be open to apprehensive 
information from other members, allowing the group to develop 
faster from flight to fight into intimacy with the experience of 
enchantment and subsequent disenchantment.
 This was an ideal workshop for training experienced 
meditators to bring their meditative presence as a member into 
a group system. A driving force was the embodiment of both 
meditation and SCT competence by the workshop leader.
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poLiticAL hiStory StorieS heLp 
uS remember thAt we Are A 
peopLe

–Peter T. Dunlap (ptdunlap@hotmail.com)

I have been learning about SCT for the last two years and 
finding its approach to individual and group transformation 
to be profound. I’m learning a lot about myself and how I 
cross the boundary from being a person to being a member in 
groups, which parallels work that I have done helping people 
to cross a similar threshold between their private and public 
lives. Crossing this boundary and taking a membership in our 
communities helps us remember what we hold in common, that 
we are a people. 
 In this article I will clarify what I mean by the boundary 
between our public and our private lives. I will also introduce 
a group practice I use to reduce the noise at this boundary, 
which led to the workshop Dean Elias, my wife Margaret, and 
I brought to the SCT Annual Conference in San Francisco this 
year. 
 At the interface between SCT and political psychology 
there are opportunities for research that could support a broader 
integration of SCT values into political culture, community 
leadership, and the work of engaging our communities. 
 I have always been curious about what makes people 
interested, even excited, about contributing to the life of their 
communities. I was raised in a politically active family where 
conversations about local, state, national and international 
politics were part of our evening fare. Using the SCT language, 
I’ve come to see that I was raised within a tradition where 
crossing the boundary from being a person to being a member 
of my community was readily accomplished, we knew how to 
connect and contribute. 

 However, as I got older I realized that the feeling of 
belonging I grew up with was not the norm. Instead, I learned 
that many people shun political engagement, retreating into 
survival roles filled with impotence or outrage at the state of 
human affairs, angry with the Democrats, Republicans, or 
anyone else who could be scapegoated. Such roles narrow 
people’s experience of belonging, leaving them little room to 
identify with the group as a whole. It is tragic that we can lose 
our shared identity.

Political Office
I intended to join my family’s legacy by following my father and 
running for political office. However, my family overextended 
its political involvement and did not provide sufficient support 
for me to learn about myself as a person. Instead, I adopted a 
survival role as an ‘activist’ within which I cared more about 
changing the world than I did about taking care of myself or my 
relationships. Eventually I decided to give up pursuing politics 
and I retreated into my private life to pursue my mother’s path 
by becoming a psychologist. In time, I developed a modest 
psychological attitude that enabled me to see how my past 
influences my present and how I have choices in the present 
that help me to create relationships that I could have rather than 
be irritated or depressed about not having the relationships I 
wanted. 
 My psychological training and therapy did not help 
me engage with my community; rather, it supported the 
development my emotional intelligence within a fairly narrow 
range, that is, within my private life. This was not enough for 
me, so I decided to learn to use my training to help me move 
back across the private/public boundary into membership 
in my community. This led me to extend my private practice 
to include having a political practice within which I started 
doing this volunteer work as a “citizen therapist” (Doherty, 
2008, p. 30) supporting local political leaders, activists, and 
other citizens to explore their own experience of crossing the 
boundary from being a person to being a member. I’m learning 
to recognize the way in which too many of us have adopted a 
survival strategy within which we problematically divide our 
private from our public lives, which has been recognized as a 
force that restrains democratic process (Bellah, 1985; Samuels, 
1993; Tronto, 1993; Sandel 1996).
 As a citizen therapist I lead workshops where the divide in 
our private and public lives is recognized as a restraining force 
to our community engagement. Following the work of British 
psychologist Andrew Samuels, I help people explore their 
“political histories” (2001, p. 28). During these workshops I ask 
questions about what they learned about politics in their family, 
when they realized that they lived in a world with competing 
ideas about its organization, and competing ideas about how its 
resources should be shared. 

Taking a political history
I have used Samuels’ practice of taking a “political history” 
many times in classrooms, with social change organizations, 
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and in workshops with therapists and other citizens alike. I 
found it to be very helpful, as it supports people to remember 
their own community and political roots leading to insights 
analogous to, but much different from, those identified during 
psychotherapy. Often participants begin to explore the roles 
they adopted unconsciously in relation to the politics of their 
community, in particular the passive role they identify as 
coming from the futility expressed by significant others about 
politics in their families. 
 These insights reduce the restraining forces of prior roles in 
a way that supports people to reengage with their communities. 
One young woman in a senior seminar in a psychology program 
became very excited, proclaiming that she hadn’t known that 
she was political but had assumed that she simply wasn’t. She 
felt a great deal of relief once this restraining force had been 
removed, and began imagining what it would mean for her to be 
political.
 Once such energy is reopened, people become available 
to one another to experience their shared community. Samuels 
discusses the way in which people have “a psychological need to 
be political” (Samuels, 2001, p. 30). However, he describes the 
way in which people internalize their innate “political energy” 
as “self-disgust,” which he describes as part of a cultural level 
depression (1989, p. 196; 1993, p. 13–14, 57–58). 
 Translating this into SCT language, I am learning about 
how to help people explore the roles that close the boundary 
between their private and public lives. Once they realize that 
they are more political than they thought, they become less 
ashamed and more able to imagine ways that would be natural 
for them to contribute to their communities. Also, sharing 
their stories with one another enables them to connect in new 
and creative ways with one another. One story represents this 
particularly well. 

Vietnam War
In one workshop several participants began talking about how 
they have been affected by the Vietnam War. They remembered 
cargo planes flying regularly over their homes, transporting 
troops and supplies to Vietnam. They recalled their parent’s 
attitudes toward the war – some for, some against, and all with 
degrees of irritability and depression that were not discussed. 
They remember the stories of young men in their community 
that had gone off to war, or those who had applied to be 
conscientious objectors or simply fled the country. The stories 
brought tears, frustration, and shame. 
 Exploring these feelings helped people to reconnect to these 
public events that they shared but had seldom spoken about. At 
one point another participant, who had up to now been quiet, 
shared her own story of being a refugee during this War. In all, 
such storytelling brought clarity to the importance of telling 
these stories, as they helped us to experience firsthand the 
extent to which we had disconnected from significant parts of 
our mutual political histories. While such realizations included 
sadness and frustration, the shared connection and compassion 
helped bring awareness and some closure to this chapter in their 

histories.
 In all, the practice of learning to tell the stories of our 
political histories helps people explore the boundary between 
being a person and being a member within the context of their 
lives of citizens. It extends what is learned in a workshop setting 
out into our lives as citizens, helping us bring the wisdom of a 
training group into our daily lives in our communities. 

Contribution to Community
I have adopted or created many other practices that I use to 
support groups to explore their political identity and to activate 
their development (Dunlap, 2008). In this practice I simply 
invite participants to imagine the type of contribution they 
would like to make to their communities. As they imagine their 
contribution, I ask them to tell the group about their vision of 
their personal strength, that is, the capacity that they would very 
much love to bring to their communities. 
 This invitation sets up the expectation that we must be 
aggressive in our community engagement. Here, aggression 
takes the form of claiming what we are, or hope to be, good 
at. What follows from this is a combination of reality testing 
and group support; we each have a contribution to make to our 
communities, and we can use our desires, assertiveness, and the 
support and feedback of others to find our place to contribute. 
I find that this practice brings individual and group attention to 
the passivity we adopt when we are not supported to explore 
ways we can use our energy to contribute to our communities. 

Workshop at SCT Conference
Most recently I came together with my wife Margaret Dunlap 
and my colleague and good friend Dean Elias to offer a 
workshop at the 2014 SCT Annual Conference in San Francisco. 
We introduced Samuels’ political history practice by having 
people use a pre-established form to question and help deepen 
the experience of political identity that we each embody but are 
often unaware of. In this process, members divide into dyads 
to tell stories about their past political experiences (individual, 
familial, and communal) with the goal of informing and 
expanding one’s political identity in the present moment. 
 When we came back to the full group, we began using 
functional sub-grouping where the “join and build” process 
proved helpful to members to explore similarities and 
differences in the arena of political identity. The overall goal of 
this process was for members to be able to recognize the edge 
of the unknown as it relates to their contributions to the larger 
community. 
 People reported feeling moved as they explored the 
community and political experiences that formed them: being 
confronted with the police during a peaceful protest against 
the death sentence for an ANC member for example, or 
dealing with a brother who returned wounded from Vietnam. 
Participants expressed hope and excitement as they remembered 
these experiences and the new energy they discovered for 
participating in their communities. As they remembered these 
events and connected to others with similar and different 
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stories, the restraint of their private life survival role eased and 
they discovered their resources for community engagement.
 We then moved toward the practice of identifying what 
contribution we each are capable of bringing to our communities. 
Given that we met for only two hours, we just began to explore 
this contribution. However, we opened up an experience of 
being at the edge of the unknown with one another in a manner 
that invites excitement and hope, which carried over into the 
conference group as a whole during that day’s large group 
meeting. 
 While living within a society that seems unaware of the 
risks it is taking with its own future, we began to form an 
experience of community and interest in exploring what it is we 
each could contribute that would lead to our remembering that 
we are a people and each bring some important capacity to the 
table to face our troubles.

Functional Subgrouping
I find the functional subgrouping technique of SCT to be 
invaluable in helping people learn about the movement from 
their private to their public identities. SCT’s clarity regarding 
the importance of crossing the boundary between being a person 
and being a member is an exceptionally powerful method that 
I am starting to use in my work as a citizen therapist. I used 
functional subgrouping in a workshop I led at an academic 
conference focused on the interface between psychology and 
social transformation. The results were especially interesting as 
participants were able to explore the boundaries between their 
individual and group identities. Specifically, I noticed that some 
of the leadership of this group of highly educated individuals 
adapted easily to the challenge of focusing on the life of the 
group as members, while others stayed silent or struggled 
to engage with the practice. While this was only their first 
encounter with functional subgrouping, I wondered how readily 
this community would take to the practice of setting individual 
agenda’s aside and paying attention to the life of the group.
 In my work with political and educational groups, I’ve 
witnessed the difficulty people have turning attention toward 
the life of the group. As I’m learning through my SCT training, 
the restraining forces that limit such attention are intensely 
emotional. I am hopeful that through the use of functional 
subgrouping I will be able to help these groups attend to their 
own experience instead of only focusing their attention outward 
on solving other people’s problems. This may be one of the 
single most important challenges in our efforts to bring about 
social change.
 We depend on existing social change organizations to 
help address the multiple crises of our time: environmental 
degradation, abuse of institutional power, the increasing divide 
between rich and poor, and the chronic lack of belonging that 
too many of us experience. These organizations have proven 
capable of tracking and drawing our attention to – if not 
transforming – these conditions. However, these organizations 
are not oriented toward understanding and being responsive to 
the current state of development of their membership and the 
organizations themselves. Fortunately, there is increasing clarity 

regarding this situation as many in psychology, organizational 
development, and other fields are attending to this reality. 
 The current opportunity is becoming increasingly clear for 
me. By using functional subgrouping and other SCT methods, I 
have seen ways for groups to become more effective. Applying 
this to social change and educational organizations supports 
their goals of community engagement and academic learning. 
Down this path, the survival strategy that separates our private 
from our public lives is released, which activates new forms of 
cultural leadership. Here, the meeting of our private and public 
needs supports the needs of both the person and the group as a 
whole, which will help us remember that we are a people.
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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.
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Sct trAining overview

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

Four Levels of SCT Training: Exploration, Foundation, 
Intermediate and Advanced
Each level includes work with SCT theory, experiential practice 
(learning by working as a member of a group), skill development 
and observation training. We encourage you to develop in SCT 
by attending training events to the level that matches your interest 
and resources. 
 The SCT approach to training is skill-based and focused on 
mastering the theory, methods, and techniques at each level of 
training rather than “checking off” certain experiences. Readiness 
to take the next steps is determined by self-assessment and 
consultation with trainers, mentors and peers in relation to criteria 
and outcomes goals for that level. Moving through any training 
pathway in SCT is paced by each individual’s time, energy and 
resources, and by development of skills appropriate to each 
training level.

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

Foundation Training: Learning SCT
Foundation level training in SCT is the next step from exploring 
systems-centered ideas.  The training events are the same – the 
difference is a change of goal, from exploration to mastery; from 
following one’s personal interests and learnings to preparing to use 
systems-centered methods with others. The Foundation training 
emphasizes learning to use SCT methods with one’s self and 
gaining the personal development 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

•  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.

sysTEms-cEnTErEd TrAining progrAm



Fall 2014 - Systems-Centered News Page 25

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

•  Participating in Theory groups, which support the 
ongoing exploration of innovations, leading edge 

thinking and amplification of different aspects of the 
Theory of Living Human Systems and its application.

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

progrAm noTEs

This section contains official information about the evolving 
SCT training program. Currently, the Curriculum Development 
Group is focusing on several new developments—and will 
appreciate any suggestions you have!

• We are supporting training and development for members 
who are not necessarily interested in pursuing licensing but 
find SCT useful in their personal and professional lives. 
This significant portion of our membership is asking for 
more advanced and diverse trainings opportunities at the 
Conference—suggestions are welcome!

• We now have an active Ad Hoc group that is developing an 
OD (Organizational Development) curriculum. Members 

of this group consist of several SCT Board members and 
SCT Trainers, along with members who have experience 
working in organizational development. This group is 
assessing what has already emerged and what might be 
needed for members who work in organizations and those 
who consult to organizations.

• We have updated the description of the overall training 
program on the website and have created a flowchart 
as a visual guide to the progression of training (below). 
We encourage you to read the SCT Training Program 
description on the website (www.systemscentered.com/
Training/TrainingCurriculum) for a fuller description.

 Suggestions and observations go to members of the Curriculum Development Group.

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

Irene McHenry (reeniemac@gmail.com)
Madeline O’Carroll (madmoc1@googlemail.com)
Alida Zweidler-McKay (zmconsulting@mac.com)
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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
Alfred Korzybski (1933) famously said: “The map is not the 
territory.” An abstraction derived from something, or a version 
of it, is not the thing itself. Korzybski suggested that all of us 
have a strong tendency to confuse maps with territories, that is, 
to confuse models of reality with reality itself, and thereby get 

lost, and in trouble.
 So a map is a theory, not reality. I had a very recent 
experience of this. Three days ago I was in the Italian 
Apennines, walking with a group of friends. The map of the 
Casentini National Park is a good one, and at a scale of around 
2½inches to the mile, detailed and mostly reliable –that is, an 
accurate representation of what the actual landscape is like 
when you are in it. But not always! 
 We were on a walk. According to the map this was simple, 
and along a clear trail, but the trail disappeared (either we 
missed a turn or the path has been overgrown and lost). So the 
map –the theory –did not relate to that particular bit of reality 
any more (or we had misunderstood or misapplied the theory). 
We walked on, and realized we were on a logging track 
through the wood. This would lead onto the road a couple of 
miles further down than we had intended, and we could make 
tracks back up the road. We were back in business –the map 
was relating to our reality again. All we had to do was follow 
it through a large farm and all would be well.
 We walked around the corner to the farm and were met by 
a pack of Maremma sheepdogs –about ten of them. (These are 
big white dogs, used for guarding sheep from wolves. They are 
very territorial). They were simultaneously snarling, barking 
and wagging their tails, and they all started moving towards us. 
We moved backwards, at a rate of knots.
 In the Introduction to the Anxiety Protocols in the SCT 
Foundation Manual, there is a nice paragraph that describes the 
ways we get out of tune with reality:
 “We don’t revise our maps when they get out of date. Or, 
we make maps by jumping to conclusions instead of exploring 
the reality we are mapping. Or we refuse to make maps and 
follow our hunches. Or we follow false maps. Worst of all, we 
can (and do) make terrifying maps that generate anxiety.”
 How does this relate to our predicament, walking 
backwards, being followed by a pack of stiff-legged and 
menacing dogs? I think it points up another issue with maps. 
No map (and no theory) can contain the whole of reality. For 
it to be useful, a map has to reduce and codify the infinite 
complexity of reality into something that can be applied. 
Famously, Lewis Carroll proposed a map of a scale of 1:1, and 
Jorge Luis Borges wrote a story based on this idea:
 In that empire, the art of cartography attained such 
perfection that the map of a single province occupied the 
entirety of a city, and the map of the empire, the entirety of 
a province. In time, those unconscionable maps no longer 
satisfied, and the cartographers’ guilds struck a map of the 
empire whose size was that of the empire, and which coincided 
point for point with it. The following generations, who were 
not so fond of the study of cartography as their forebears had 
been, saw that that vast map was useless, and not without some 
pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the inclemencies 
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of sun and winters. In the deserts of the west, there are tattered 
ruins of that map, inhabited by animals and beggars, in all 
the land there is no other relic of the disciplines of geography 
(Borges 1954, p. 325).
 So a map can be exact, and useless. I could imagine a map 
that showed the dogs, and showed all potential hazards, and 
it might be too unwieldy to ever unfold, and need updating 
every day. So maps have to balance inclusivity and utility to 
be workable, and so do theories. And theories (and maps) need 
to be continually tested against reality and adjusted rather than 
the other way round.
 SCTRI is an experiment: what would it be like – what is 
it actually like – to attempt to run an organisation applying the 
principles and practices of SCT to itself? In a sense we have 
a compass, a sense of direction; but we don’t have a detailed 
map, because the territory has not yet been explored. We really 
are always on the edge of the unknown, and drawing as we go. 
Indeed, writing from the role of Associate Director is also an 
experiment.
 Back in the Casentini, we retreated quickly, and walked 
even further down the valley before we could get onto the 
road and retrace our route to where we wanted to be. The 
map remained useful, as long as we could remain open to the 
unexpected and adapt. Sounds familiar!

Reference
Borges, J. L. (1954). On exactitude in science. Collected 
Fictions. New York, NY: Viking Penguin Group.
Korzybski, A. (1933/1958). Science and Sanity. An Introduction 
to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General Semantics (4th ed.). 
Lakeville, CT: The International Non-Aristotelian Library 
Publishing Company.

–Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)

Steering group
Since our report in the last issue, the Steering Group has 
continued its shift from focusing on overseeing the work of the 
Action Groups to linking groups and focusing on the vision of 
the organization. This shift is possible now that a number of 
the SCTRI Action Groups have developed and transformed to 
the Work Phase and are taking increasing authority over their 
own work. With this shift, we have noticed both an increase 
in energy at all levels of the organization as well as some 
turbulence as we explore this new way of working. 
 One of our basic values in SCTRI is a de-centralization 
of authority. Our organizational goal has always been to 
support the Action Groups as they develop the skills and 
resources to work towards their goals, and then to grant them 
plenipotentiary power to make decisions on behalf of the 
organization, within the boundaries of their work group. This 
goal is not new. But the implementation of this goal –now that 
we have a number of Action Groups that are in the work phase 
–is new. And each plenipotentiary power sub-system is new, 
with all the turbulence and defenses that are inherent in a new 
system. 

 As the Steering Group has worked through some of 
the turbulence with various Action Groups, we have made 
an exciting discovery: that as an organization we have the 
resources to manage conflicts that come up as both the Steering 
Group and Action Groups pioneer the use of plenipotentiary 
power. We have also discovered that as we explore these 
conflicts through functional subgrouping, the organization 
is not only integrating splits but is growing in complexity as 
we have uncovered and explored authority issues between the 
Steering Group and various Action Groups. As these issues 
become explicit, our organization has the opportunity to 
resolve some of the implicit restraining forces to the continued 
development and transformation of SCTRI. This work has 
been both challenging and rewarding, as we have re-discovered 
the power of functional subgrouping in resolving conflicts and 
allowing for the emergence of new insights. 
 We look forward to continuing our exploration of this new 
phase of development in SCTRI, and we are appreciative of 
the members of the Action Groups who are willing to engage 
in this exploration with us.  

 –Claudia Byram (claudia.byram@verizon.net)
Susan Gantt (sgantt@emory.edu)

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

SyStem mentorS
As noted in our bylaws, “System Mentors are responsible for 
monitoring and mentoring the function of SCTRI as a whole. 
…They are responsible for ensuring that the function of the 
organization, its members and practitioners, is in alignment 
with the theory, values and vision of SCT.”
 This is particularly important since the Systems-Centered 
Training and Research Institute is an operational experiment in 
applying the principles of SCT in the organizational context, 
its own. That means that SCTRI is seen and run as a system 
of hierarchical systems with consideration of the norms and 
values of SCT. System mentors attend to system issues as they 
emerge, recognizing isomorphic relevance for the system-as-a-
whole in any subsystem context and phase of development.
 The System Mentor system often holds a function for the 
organization or a subsystem until the system itself develops the 
resources and function within its own structure. For example, 
for a time the system mentors held the function of assessing 
work samples submitted for licensing as an SCT Practitioner. 
 Another example of the work of system mentors is keeping 
an eye on how the organization is managing developmental 
issues of authority. As sub-system systems work and develop, 
they hopefully identify and manage the authority issue in their 
own context as well as in their relationship with the system-as-
a-whole. SCT and SCTRI have been instrumental in pioneering 
methods for containing and managing the resources and 
energy in this universal developmental phase. Recognizing and 
helping to contain the authority issue when and where it arises 
as our organization continues to grow and develop, has often 
been a function of the System Mentors system. As SCT and 
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SCTRI continue to develop and offer training for managing 
the authority issue in diverse contexts, a unique training 
opportunity, system mentors have been called on less often to 
hold that particular function for the system.

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

Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
Sven-Erik Viskari (sven-erik.viskari@telia.com)

conFerence 2014
Sitting here in my garden this cool early morning, I’m so 
surprised to realize that it’s been two months since the Annual 
Conference! I am still so full of learnings, gratitude and fond 
memories.
 I learned again that I can’t predict the future, when the 
Conference started out with the news of Yvonne’s fall and 
absence from the Conference. 
 I learned that a system that can undo its flight from reality, 
can respond quickly and gracefully to a surprising change 
of circumstances. With the wisdom and support of our well 
trained trainers, teachers and administrators, the turbulence 
was manageable and there was room to appreciate our genuine 
feelings about this reality and then to reconnect to the goal of 
the conference context.
 I am also so grateful to the many subsystems that make 
the conference run so smoothly: the Program Planning Group, 
the Trainers Group, the Continuing Education Group, the 
Local Liaison, the Hospitality Group, the Fundraising Group, 
and the Marketing Group. Behind the scenes, all year round 
these groups are building the systems that support the whole. 
Then when they all come together at the Conference and flow 
together so smoothly, it makes the job of co-directing the 
Conference practically effortless. 
 Last week I had a conversation with Debbie Woolf, a 
member of the Hospitality Group. She described to me all the 
care-filled steps her group takes with developing the buddy 
system. Considering each new attendee’s interests, carefully 
matching them with SCT members who volunteer, reviewing 
the feedback from their experience, planning events, finding 
venues, and much more –all the while attending to the 
development of their own system. And that’s just one of the 
groups! I am so grateful (I don’t mind repeating myself).
 And now we are only ten months from our next Annual 
Conference. The Co-Directors and Administrators are 
continuing to work to build the foundations that will support 
the ongoing development of the Conference system-as-a-
whole. Building on the work of the many co-directors before 
us, we are developing a timeline (something like a recipe) for 
building a conference. In doing this work we are discovering 
ways to smooth out the work over the year and to facilitate 
the orientation of the next co-directing team. We are also 
beginning our work this year with taking the time to build 
our vision of the Conference program for next year. This is a 
development for us: as we have gotten more confident in being 
able to manage the “nuts and bolts,” we are freed up to see the 

bigger picture.
 I am still seeing in my mind’s eye all the smiling faces 
of my fellow attendees: the greetings in the morning before 
we dash off to our respective workshops; the serious and 
honest expressions of members of the workshops I attended; 
the attention and care we took as we explored in the Large 
Group; the playful and glamorous partygoers. It was a feast of 
resonating! And I can hardly wait for next year.
 I hope you will put Conference 2015 in Philadelphia –
March 21st through 27th –on your calendar right away. And 
if you want to join in the fun of planning it, we welcome your 
interest!

–Norma Safransky (nsafransky@gmail.com)
on behalf of the Conference Co-directors:

Susan Beren (sberen@nyc.rr.com)
Annie MacIver (annie.mciver@homecall.co.uk)

Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)
Norma Safransky (nsafransky@gmail.com)

continuing eDucAtion
The CE Group is in the middle of a transition that is moving 
along smoothly. After five years as the CE Conference 
Coordinator, Heather Twomey is moving on to invest her 
energies in other endeavors. Heather was honored at the 
Tuesday night ceremony at the Conference for her many 
contributions in this role. She worked hard and stayed with 
SCT traditions right to the end, recruiting and mentoring Kay 
Hereford Voorhees, who took over as the CE Conference 
Coordinator this year. 
 We welcome Kay, and with the experience she has 
achieved through working with Heather in past years, her 
learning curve is less steep than it might be for others. Kay has 
attended the past few meetings, and is not only fitting in well, 
but proving to be a great resource. Since overseeing the CE 
process for the conference is the largest single task of the CE 
Group, we breathed a collective sigh of relief as Kay came on 
board. 

–Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com)

 In the role of one of the people tallying the evaluations 
for Continuing Education, I have a unique perspective 
on the Conference workshops. I discovered a surprise in 
remembering that there were noises during the workshops 
which I forgot about, but appeared to greatly impact other 
members’ experience from different trainings. I learned that 
sometimes the suggestions on the forms are actually feedback 
to the Conference as well as feedback to the actual training. 
In addition, I am struck by the years of experience of the 
attendees to the SCT Conference. Many attendees have 15–20 
years of experience in their field. I am satisfied that, as a 
new professional with a limited personal budget, there is a 
work exchange to help me defray the cost of my attending 
the Conference. My dissatisfaction is in some frustration that 
there may be a more efficient way to accomplish the task of 
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tallying the results, but I am not technologically savvy enough 
to know how to solve it. Perhaps as a result of this write-up, 
other energy and knowledge in the SCTRI system will emerge.

–Debbie Woolf (dwoolf@comcast.net)

curricuLum DeveLopment
Two initiatives are underway. First, an Ad Hoc group is 
developing the training and curriculum pathway for 
organizational applications of SCT. Their work builds on the 
pathways that have emerged so far, adding structure where 
needed, following the idea of laying the paths where people 
have already walked.  
 Similarly, the second initiative is to bring the emerging 
elements of trainer training together in a flow of experiences 
that develop the skills of SCT practitioners who want to 
become trainers.  In addition, we continue to monitor the SCT 
training pathway, seeing that the information available on the 
SCTRI web site reflects the reality of our training. We meet 
one Friday a month at 8:00 am Eastern time –feel free to come 
and visit!

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

Irene McHenry (irene@friendscouncil.org)
Madeline O’Carroll (madmoc1@gmail.com)

Alida Zweidler-McKay (zmconsulting@mac.com)

FunDrAiSing
Each year the Fundraising Action Group has the goal of 
raising $4200 to support up to two research scholars to attend 
the Conference in order to promote SCT research. This past 
year we supported one attendee at the York training. And we 
have sufficient funds now to support two other scholars at 
next year’s Conference.  Thanks to all of you who donated so 
generously during the Silent Auction and the games! 
 We received two large donations of a little over $2,000 in 
different forms, one was for the use of seed money to provide 
for the cash prizes and supplies, the other was a vacation house 
on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. We had many special 
silent auction items, as well as a fully energized live auction 
featuring Norma Safransky’s feathered creations and last 
minute “costume” items. Again, it is your donations of jewelry, 
art, clothing, books and handcrafted creations that make our 
fundraising possible. 
 We are exploring how best to achieve our goal next 
year, given the results from our work this year.  If you 
have suggestions for the next Conference in Philadelphia 
or Surprises, Learnings, Satisfactions, Dissatisfactions or 
Discoveries from your experience with the Silent Auction, the 
Live Auction and Games this year, we invite you to share them 
with us.

–Gayna Havens (gaynahavens@rca.com)
Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com)

 Elaine Pratt (elainepratt35@gmail.com)
Deb Zeigler (dzconsult@aol.com)

reSeArch
In Dick Ganley’s role as Research Director, he met with Susan 
Gantt, Rich O’Neill, and the Steering Group, to discuss the 
development of the role. The following bullets capture what is 
currently being considered:

- Write a research article for the Newsletter and an update 
for the Board of Directors.

- Coordinate an annual research presentation at the 
Conference, including times when the Research Director 
is not present at the Conference.

- Vet research scholars/research proposals/request for funds 
with the Steering Group.

- Consult on research design when requested (currently 
doing with Rivka Kaiser & Anat Shilansky’s dissertation 
in Israel), and make link-ups with others when this would 
be helpful.

- Look for ways to encourage members to become involved 
in research, and be available to consult with anyone who 
is interested in finding out more, or discussing a potential 
project.

- Work within the organization to help develop the vision 
for research as we move forward.

For anyone who is interested in the current state of research 
involving SCT, Rich O’Neill has written a summary on the 
SCT website, which can be accessed at: www.systemscentered.
com/Research.
 If you have any research ideas you would like to discuss, 
please contact us. 

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

Sct-netherLAnDS
We are running two ongoing training groups in the Netherlands. 
The first group started in 2011, has 20 members and is led by 
Susan Gantt. This group has been closed to new members for 
the last 3 years. Our second ongoing group started in January 
2013. It consists of 25 members and is led by Mike Maher 
and Roelof Langman. This group opens its boundaries to new 
members at the beginning of each year, and closes them again 
for the remainder of the year.
 Both groups meet at the same location three times a year 
for a two–day training module. Each training day ends with 
the two groups coming together for a large group meeting. 
Throughout the year, between the training modules phone 
conferences are held for the group members to practice 
subgrouping and explore theory. 
 The Board is also offering peer skill training six times a 
year, where members who have completed SCT skill training 
can meet to practice protocols together.
 Separate of our activities at SCT-NL, there are several other 
SCT activities currently taking place. Roelof Langman, our 
licensed SCT practitioner, offers private consultation sessions. 
In addition, project licenses have been granted by SCTRI for 
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a number of other activities. Hella Ritz and Peter Kunneman 
run SCT workshops with an orientation towards organizational 
development. Lotte Paans is running two introductory process 
groups, and Peter Bernhardt arrives from the USA every year 
to offer a weekend workshop with a focus on strengthening 
relationships. 
 The Board of SCT-NL is also looking to extend our 
activities in 2015, with a view to organizing SAVI workshops, 
introduction workshops and skills training. The challenge for 
us here is to carefully manage our time, energy and resources. 
 With one licensed member, three members currently 
enrolled in the Authority Issue Group (towards licensing) and 
many others committed to taking skills and mentor training at 
the conference in York later this year, the SCT community in 
The Netherlands is steadily growing. 
 It is an exciting development and we are very happy to be 
part of it!

–Lotte Paans (lottepaans@xs4all.nl)

trAinerS group
This work group continues its recent focus on the training 
of trainers. We are also very pleased to welcome our newest 
member to the Trainers Group –Dick Ganley! We became 
even more excited as we recognized that the isomorphy of his 
request to join our group offered a context to further develop 
our own understanding of the work of clarifying membership 
in this group as well as our overall current work focusing on 
the training of trainers in SCT. What are the skills required to 
be a trainer? What is the responsibility, the accountability, and 
the authority of trainers in the SCT training program? 
 Via a recent report to us from the Board of Directors’ 
exploring the difference between being a Licensed Practitioner 
and a Trainer, the Board noted that originally there had been 
a plan to offer a trainer’s license, though this has not yet been 
activated. It seems our system has matured enough to look 
again at this issue. The Board authorized the Trainers Group to 
take a next step of assessing both what has naturally emerged 
(bottom-up) in the training of trainers, and what has been 
driving and restraining within that emergence.
 Here is a specific example of a piece of our work together: 
one existing pathway already in place occurs at the Annual 
Conference with varying levels of co-leadership of the training 
groups. There is often a mix of “more experienced/less 
experienced” co-leader training relationships. These training 
relationships have their own developmental context, and 
addressing this reality explicitly before actual co-leading 
together at the Conference offers significant training for the 
pair. 
 Meeting on the phone well before the Conference and 
discussing their working relationship, training experience, 
and training goals is a significant driving force. To give one 
example, as trainers shared previous experiences in co-leading, 
it became evident that it helped to clarify if the working 
relationship would be best described as mentor/mentee, or 
one more accurately defined as a collegial co-leadership. 

The resulting goals of the co-leadership pairing would look 
different based on such clarifications. Certainly these roles 
need more definition, but it made some experiential sense to 
many of us.
 We have identified some additional clarifications and 
discriminations in the area of training of trainers to support 
trainers to:

- Continue receiving training both in SCT theory and 
methods. 

- Continue one’s personal development. We clarified that 
being a member of a trainer context (e.g., participation in 
this trainers group) offers some of this training.

- Understand and be familiar with the SCT training 
curriculum

- Demonstrate ability to teach SCT theory and skills in a 
coherent way.

- Monitor developmental boundaries of trainees at all 
levels.

- Assess members for their next level of training, which 
would include knowing the criteria for each level of 
training as well as helping trainees in self-assessment.

- Train so that trainees are able to use SCT explicitly for 
personal growth and professional goals.

- Know the difference between a therapy group and a 
training group, including the different goals of each type 
of group.

- Demonstrate leadership skills to be able to build a system 
and monitor systems with training goals.

- Develop the ability to “see” the system and teach others to 
“see” the system.

- Develop the ability to “contain” the system.
- Understand where group and members are in relation to 

the specific phase of work.
- Have familiarity with specific elements of training that 

are already in our system, such as “container training” and 
“observer role.”

- Having experience co-leading SCT groups (though we 
have not been explicit of contexts for such training, other 
than co-leadership at the Conference).

 Our group had excitement as we went about collecting 
information of what’s been driving and restraining in our 
own training as a trainer. Mixed with the excitement is a set 
of further questions as we look ahead: how will we structure 
such training? How will trainers (us) be assessed? How much 
structure to such trainings of trainers would we recommend, 
given what we now understand based on our own training? 
 We look forward to ongoing work identifying, clarifying, 
creating and monitoring this next phase in our work of 
training trainers –including ourselves!!

–Rich Armington (armington@gmail.com)
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recent pubLicAtion

Congratulations to Rich O’Neill, Susan Gantt, Gary Burlingame, 
Jacqueline Mogle, Jennifer Johnson and Rebecca Silver! 
They developed Systems-Centered Functional Subgrouping 
Questionnaire-2, an instrument to measure the degree to 
which a group uses functional subgrouping. This questionnaire 
enabled them to discriminate between groups that use functional 
subgrouping and groups that don’t, and between beginning and 
experienced SCT-groups. This will support next steps in research, 
e.g., about the impact of using functional subgrouping on variables 
like attunement, group cohesion and goal achievement. 

O’Neill, R.M., Gantt, S.P., Burlingame, G.M., Mogle, J., Johnson, 
J., & Silver, R. (2013). Developing the systems-centered functional 
subgrouping questionnaire-2. Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, 
and Practice, 17(4), 252-269. doi: 10.1037/a0034925

giFtS oF the writing workShop, 
conFerence 2014
This workshop, “Freeing Energy for Writing,” was offered 
by members of the SCTRI Newsletter editorial team (Roelof 
Langman, Verena Murphy, Jale Cilasun). During the workshop, 
participants actually write, and we want to share some of what 
emerged here. 

Opening to the Writing Workshop
–Jale Cilasun (j.cilasun@doctors.org.uk)

Words, insufficient, sometimes as they are, are what we have. 
As we take up our membership, we know the experience of 
the turbulence as we bring words into the system. We take 
responsibility for what we hold for the system. Writing is the 
next step, when we have something, we may offer it to the 
system, as a written contribution, just like we do when we speak 

in a group. Thus we take up membership of the community, not 
taking what we have come upon just personally! 

These pieces, written during the two hour workshop, are 
presented here as they emerged, in their freshness. 

How a Theory Workshop Slammed Me Right In The Face
–Olaf van Kooten (koote001@gmail.com)

I am rather new to SCT and being a researcher by profession, I 
am always interested by the theory behind the practice. That’s 
why I decided to go to the drop-in workshop on SCT theory led 
by Susan Gantt. Using Yvonne’s charts, she made the theory 
crystal clear with very few words. To me it resonated with my 
knowledge of physics, being a post-graduate in that discipline. 
But when she got to the part of roles in a system, it hit me 
really hard. I could suddenly see how I have resented to take on 
any role of authority, both in my professional and in my family 
life. And the consequences of that were suddenly very clear. 
I also saw that I had recently taken on my role. And that had 
immediately changed it all. 

The Experience of Unfocused Energy
 –Dan Tuffy (tuffy.dan@gmail.com)

During the workshop “The Historical Roots of the Large 
Group,” I experienced the chaos that is implicit in a system 
without a clear goal. For fifteen minutes, the fundamental SCT 
behaviors of functional subgrouping, building, joining, and 
reflecting, were thrown out the window and we were left sitting 
in a circle to contemplate the experience of being in a context 
without leaders, and without any apparent goal. What happened 
was a sort of prolonged silence, everyone waiting for something 
to happen. Some tentative suggestions were made to sort out 
what to do, some counter-opinions came in, people retracted, 
disappeared, came forward, became frightened, became 
irritated and I don’t know what else. Two or three members got 
into a power struggle, someone else kept throwing smart-ass 

mEmbErs ForUm

CONGRATULATIONS to Rich O’Neill and Susan Gantt!

Rich and Susan were both finalists for the Center for the Study of Organizational Change Excellence in Organizational 
Scholarship Award. The award was established in 2012 to develop the knowledge base for understanding organizations and 
organizational change, and to recognize scholarly excellence in developing new ways to apply psychoanalytic theory to the 

study of organizations. Both articles are referenced here:

O’Neill, R.M., Constantino, M.J., & Mogle, J. (2012). Does Agazarian’s Systems-Centered® functional subgrouping 
improve mood, learning and goal achievement?: A study in large groups. Group Analysis, 45, 375-390; DOI: 

10.1177/0533316412448287. 
 Gantt, S.P. (2013). Applying systems-centered theory (SCT) and methods in organizational contexts: Putting SCT to work. 

International Journal of Group Psychotherapy, 63(2), 234-258. doi: 10.1521/ijgp.2013.63.2.234
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comments in to stir things up, and another person stated how 
overjoyed she was to feel this chaos. I wanted to light a fire 
and get a crate of beer, but before doing that I was going to 
make damn sure I had sorted out who my allies were, who my 
enemies were and whom I might need to protect. I was triggered 
into about 27 roles!

The Snake and the Machete: Connection and Isolation in 
Groups

 –Chris Johnnidis (johnnidi@gmail.com)
When he brought in the snake, so menacing and cunning and…
seemingly cruel, I saw it as an observer, sure that I wasn’t in 
that subgroup.
 I wasn’t remembering how just a few days ago in Large 
Group I had deftly slithered out of the room without a word to 
the group, to take upon myself the savior task of shutting off the 
air-conditioner so that people could hear one another. 
 I wasn’t connecting the dots with the ways I snake around 
other members or leaders, including that instance of taking 
action (beyond the scope of my role) without sharing the 
process, without subgrouping.
“The leaders don’t know what the fuck they’re doing,” was my 
isomorphic thought-refrain in both evening Large Group and 
morning small group. (Interestingly, the afternoon workshop 
leaders I found exceedingly competent, even refreshingly 
skillful! Funny, our different lenses.)
 A leader asked me what was in my hands (yep, that familiar 
question), and I discovered machetes. What did they want to 
do? Not to slash the leaders, as you might expect, but to cut 
them off from the rest of the group. 
 It wasn’t long after that I discovered that when I access 
the “I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing” part of myself, my 
impulse, often subconscious, is to cut myself off from the group. 
Once I had access to that within myself, I could choose between 
slithering around leaders and group mates, or connecting with 
the group with my full energy, snakes and all.

Connecting Low Energy and the Creativity Inside
–Jane Steinberg (jane.steinberg@yahoo.com)

After taking Merete’s workshop, “Working with Low Energy 
and Undoing One-Up and One-Down Roles,” I was able to 
access a deeper level of previously unknown, unseen and unfelt 
parts of myself by using the technique that Merete taught us. 
Specifically, she had us focus on those parts of ourselves that 
we don’t usually give attention to or feel. In doing so, I found 
untapped energy in contracted parts of myself that I then carried 
and utilized in the rest of my experience of the conference. 
These previously unknown parts of myself hold the creative 
energy inside. This is a profoundly freeing and expansive 
experience, which allows me to participate more fully, and 
engage with myself and with others in a more satisfying and 
joyful way. I will use Merete’s techniques in other parts of my 
life. Even writing this piece is evidence of this phenomenon as 
I am embodying my creative side by writing.

now whAt, whAt now?
–Norma Safransky (nsafransky@gmail.com)

Mike Maher and I got curious about what would happen if 
we had a workshop and there wasn’t a leader. What would the 
group do? The Tavistock model suggests one scenario, but 
what happens when it’s a group of seasoned, that is, post-AIG 
members of SCT?
 Of course I had a fantasy about what would happen, 
and since I have thoroughly tested the hypothesis that I can 
predict the future, I didn’t pay too much attention to it. Mike 
and I met once before the Conference and decided to plan a 
“welcome to the workshop,” but not what would happen after 
that. I surprisingly felt some of the pleasure at the edge of the 
unknown! Perhaps I felt a security in our past work together, 
and so was freer to be curious.
 What happened?
 Seven of us attended: Myself, Mike Maher, Annie MacIver, 
Jim Peightel, John Straznickas, Peter Bernhardt, and Susan 
Beren.
 We did not have a leader for most of the first day. And we 
discovered a leader function might be fluid, and held in the 
group-as-a-whole, or in a member. 
 Sometimes that happened easily and leadership wordlessly 
passed from one member to another. Sometimes one of us asked 
another member to lead us through an experience, or use one of 
the SCT skills. We experimented with having a leader late on 
the first day, when energy to lead was available in a member. 
 The group’s exploration deepened as we used the familiar 
structures of SCT. Through that work, we discovered something 
we named the crisis of repair. We discovered this when a 
member’s intense knife-like aggressive anger had more to do 
with an attachment cry for a soothing join in being “out of 
control” than in exploring the retaliatory impulse. Exploring 
the retaliatory impulse at that point would have been redundant 
and would have left the member distressed. 
 We talked about members who have left SCTRI and 
sometimes feeling the temptation to join them. We talked about 
how to make repairs, and we made some together. 
 We flowed in and out of the usual structures of SCT.
 Sometimes we used subgrouping, sometimes we didn’t. 
And the structure of subgrouping varied from very formal to 
quite loose. Sometimes reflecting, checking the join, separating, 
building; sometimes just build, build, build. We did make sure 
that if we felt dropped, we would call for a join, and so built a 
secure container for exploring. We made sure differences were 
brought in and joined. We did not create an identified patient or 
a scapegoat!
 We experimented with changing some SCT norms: telling 
stories about ourselves and free associating. We found out that 
this was a driving force toward our goal: freeing ourselves 
up and exploring. Even as we were experimenting, we were 
pleasantly surprised that the whole group kept an ever-watchful 
eye on whether what we were doing was driving or restraining 



Fall 2014 - Systems-Centered News Page 33

to our exploration, and was connected to our goals.
 We talked about our histories in SCT. Doing this we had 
a live experience of our voice as a voice for the larger SCT 
system. I was surprised and not surprised that many of the 
themes we explored in our workshop spontaneously arose in the 
Large Group.
 We talked about the divide between licensed and non-
licensed members of the organization.
 Susan dreamt about a cracked pot and we appreciated the 
cracks in each of us and ourselves as crackpots. We laughed 
about not always doing pure SCT, and appreciating the “SCT-
infused non-licensable activities of daily living.”
 We laughed a lot, infectiously, with delight. And we 
mourned the members who have left SCT, and we wished they 
were with us to do the work of goodbye.
 Now what? 

theory reviSiteD
–Joel Wiessler (wiessler@me.com)

I.
Instead of positing “driving” and “restraining” when using a 
force-field analysis, try conceiving of all the identified forces 
as “driving. ”Since nothing in reality can be “negative”– like 
“minus” temperatures – “restraining” forces are simply vectors 
driving the system toward some of its implicit goals. Thinking 
this way helps make those goals explicit, challenging the system 
to either re-commit to or modify its original goal. 

II.
ANGER: Everything you’ve always wanted to know but were 
afraid to ask…
 It’s as simple as this: anger, in all its forms and intensities –
from mild irritation through nihilistic fury  – is, and only is, the 
fuel for the process of repression and its corollary, the magical 
process of externalizing. It is the energy needed to project 
outward the unwanted parts of the inner self. It is the energy 
that creates “people”– socially adapted person systems. Anger 
is not the same thing as aggression. Anger is the fuel for the 
personalizing system. Although the implications are vast, it’s 
that simple.

III.
It’s interesting and useful to add the word “am”to the common 
social expressions of  “like” and “dislike” – i.e., instead of 
simply saying “I like you,” say “I am like you.”This of course 
helps uncover similarities. Even more telling is adding “am 
not” to “dislike”– replace “I don’t like you” with “I am not like 
you” to reveal your projections.

LeArning A compLementAry moDeL
–Robert Hartford (robert@roberthartford.com)

I was introduced to SCT and Yvonne back in 1997, after mov-

ing to Philadelphia and meeting this cantankerous and dry-
witted fellow volunteer at the Aids Information Network. His 
name was Victor Rash and he spoke a funny language saying 
things like “negative prediction,” “mind-read,” and “retaliatory 
impulse.” I just had to know more about it, so he brought me 
to my first Monday Night training with Yvonne. It was all for-
eign to me, but I was warmly welcomed into the group with 
Yvonne’s enormous heart, the group’s open arms, and my own 
curious mind. 

I’ve recently been training in a discipline alongside my 
continued training (Advanced Training for Trainers) and devel-
opment with SCT. My friend and colleague Beth Jaeger-Skigen, 
whom I met 20 years ago while we were entrenched together 
in the height of the AIDS epidemic, encouraged me to learn, 
and has mentored me into, becoming certified in Emotionally 
Focused Therapy (EFT) for couples. 

I found that the powerful and secure foundation I have built 
in SCT since 1997 has given me such capacity to discriminate 
and integrate differences, that learning this model seemed to 
come quite naturally. It complements SCT in so many ways. 
SCT gave me the security to take risks and be vulnerable with 
colleagues, with trainers and with clients both in using SCT and 
learning the EFT model. The transformation that SCT made 
back in the earlier days with a shift toward more attention to 
attunement and attachment, enhancing our ability to effectively 
and affectively join and connect to our clients, our peers, and 
ourselves, allowed me the confidence, security and trust to take 
chances. Having access to the neural pathways that have blos-
somed in my 17 years with SCT and Yvonne only aided my 
ability to learn even more as restraining forces melted away. 
I look forward to seeing how these powerful models can be a 
continued source of transformation for both SCT and myself. 

The greatest similarity in the two models is that all emo-
tions or behaviors exhibited in the couple make sense when 
seen from a systems perspective. The negative cycle in EFT is 
similar to role-locks in SCT, both with deep roots in our early 
attachment relationships where we learned how to exist in a sys-
tem we depended on for survival. 

It’s been a great experience to explore a different model 
that complements SCT so well!

certiFicAteS oF AppreciAtion 
preSenteD At the 2014 AnnuAL 
Sct conFerence

Peter Kunneman: For your creativity and tenacity in finding new 
pathways to promote SCT

Mindy Lemoine and Hella Ritz: For infusing the E-News with 
heart, creativity and the information we need

Peter Dunlap: With gratitude for your enthusiasm in promoting the 
2014 SCT Conference in the Bay Area
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Joy Luther: For bringing your heart, intelligence, and good spirit 
to the Steering Group for 8 1/2 years so that we looked forward to 
our meetings with joy

Berry Trip: For your steadfast work in bringing SCT research 
to organizational development and your skillful management 
introducing and organizing a team research project

Steve Weinstein: For your many years of bringing musical heart 
and soul to the SCT Conference Thursday night parties as our 
official SCT DJ

Keith Espenshade: For so generously donating your time, equipment 
and expertise in videotaping the conference presentations and 
posting them on YouTube

Elaine Pratt: With heartfelt gratitude for your 12 years of work 
as a valuable member of the SCTRI Board of Directors and for 
your 14 years of artistic and creative contributions to the Yvonne 
Agazarian Research Scholar Fund

Heather Twomey: For bringing your spirit, efficiency and integrity 
to the role of SCT Conference CE Coordinator for no less than 5 
years

Fundraising Group - Elaine Pratt, Gayna Havens, Deb Zeigler,  
Verena Murphy, Susan Beren: For your spirited, innovative  
fundraising efforts that have successfully supported the values 
and mission of SCTRI

Finance Group - Nina Klebanoff, Fran Carter, Kathy Lum, Kirk 
Larson, Elaine Pratt: For your thoughtful and consistent attention 

to protecting and promoting the financial health of SCTRI

trAining compLetion 
certiFicAteS preSenteD At the 
2014 AnnuAL Sct conFerence

Newly Licensed
Rick Campa

Madeline O’Carroll

 Newly Re-Licensed
Rich Armington

Ray Haddock
Robert Hartford

Joy Luther

Intermediate Skills Training

recent preSentAtionS

SCT was well-represented at the American Group Psychotherapy 
Association (AGPA) Annual Meeting in Boston, March 3-8, 
2014.

Special One-Day Institute led by Susan Gantt

Systems-Centered’s Functional Subgrouping and its Neurobiology: 
Lowering Scapegoating and Enhancing Emotional Regulation 

Two-Day Institute led by Fran Carter & Angelika Zollfrank 
A Systems-Centered Approach to Groups: Discriminating and 
Integrating Differences  

Open Session led by Yvonne Agazarian, Susan Gantt, Earl 
Hopper & Robert Klein (Chair) 
Trauma in Societies: The Recovery of Cohesion through 
Functional Subgrouping 

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

 

Christianne Baggen

Björn Christensen

Neal Cohen

Brian Conley

Peter T Dunlap

Nishteman Hosseini

Karolina Martin

Bernd Postma

Ole Rischel

Marinet Ritz

Rowan Sharkey

Hiroyuki Shimada

Lisbeth Sørensen

Neal Spivack

Kati Taunt

Wilson Villamar

Rosalind Wood

MARK YOUR CALENDARS  
FOR CONFERENCE 2015!

“Theory into Practice:  
Seeing the World Through  
a Systems-Centered Lens”

Philadelphia

Pre-Conference Weekend 
Institute: 

March 21-22

5-Day Conference: 
March 23-27

Watch the website for program  
& registration details this fall

www.systemscentered.com
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Welcome New SCTRI Members!

Clarice Belcher • Atlanta, GA, US

Diane Forse • Williamsburg, VA, US

Alessandro Gemin • Bremgarten, Switzerland

Bhadrena C. Tschumi Gemin • Bremgarten, Switzerland

Steven Keightley • Pasadena, CA, US

Margreet Kooistra • Amsterdam, Netherlands

Susan Liguori • Darien, CT, US

Mark Mercer • Berkshire, UK

Lorena Monda • Placitas, NM, US

Lisa Mukherjee • UK

Mark Nickolas • Lynn, MA, US

Frederik Rischel • Denmark

Suresh Rutten • Velp, Netherlands

Yolanda van der Poel • Zeist, Netherlands

Olaf van Kooten • Wageningen, Netherlands

Fredrik Wallerström • Stockholm, Sweden

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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