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Don’t wait! Act now!

Have you ever found yourself closing the door to “pushes” 
from others -- a group, a friend, an organization? Maybe 
even to this editorial? I do.
I’ve been thinking about this a lot as we emerge 
from the pandemic, with stops-and-starts, flare-ups, 
workplace changes, energy shifts. I find myself feeling 
“pushed” by many outside sources: I see one more 
request for my time, energy or money, coming into my 
mailbox and I groan, then delete (without opening), or 
perhaps, actually consider it.
Our theory lets us know that it is functional to close our 
boundaries to pressure, to “push,” and to open them 
to our own energy in the service of what matters to us. 
Then we can make all kinds of discriminations. Is the 
vector that I experience as a push going in a direction I 
want to go? Then I can choose to say yes, not just resist 
out of stubbornness. I can discriminate an invitation 
from a demand or a “should.” This is helpful to me as I 
discover my own choices.
Our Newsletter group sends out some of those emails – 
they come into your mailbox: reminders to think about 
articles you might want to write, encouragement to 
contribute to the Member’s Forum or to the E-News. 
What happens to them? It would not be surprising if 
sometimes they get very little of your attention.
So here is an alternative suggestion – my version of a 
“push.” Reduce the restraining force of time. With time, 
we forget, lose connection to what we thought and felt 
as we read. And then there is the added complexity of 
re-locating the last Newsletter…one more step!
So, when you look through this Newsletter if you have 
a response, a reaction, consider putting it in an email. 
Right away! Send it to the author and, if you might like 
to build and share with others in the SCTRI community, 
sent it to Perri Franskoviak (pfranskoviak@gmail.com), 
Members’ Forum editor. Done. 
The SCTRI community can feel harder to grasp right 
now, in these months of remote work. And then we 
have another Conference online coming up.
So, my encouragements/invitation is to translate your 
response into action in the moment, today. Perhaps 
even as you read this editorial! .

From the Editor
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com
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I’ve been thinking about how I got here – specifically 
my roles of Director and member of SCTRI. My first 
exposure to SCT was in 1990, when I went along 
to a one-day workshop run by Yvonne Agazarian, 
the originator of SCT. The workshop was put on for 
members of staff working in therapeutic communities 
in the UK, and I was one such. The place I worked at 
the time (Peper Harow) attempted to treat, care for and 
educate a group of adolescents, young people who had 
suffered early childhood chronic abuse at the hands 
of their parents or carers. Group work, especially the 
daily community meeting, was at the heart of our work 
and these groups could be pretty volatile; we worked 
with around 40 teenagers and there would be about 
20 staff in every community meeting. Given the nature 
of the clients the group had its work cut out to contain 
the profound disturbance which was the stuff of life in 
the community. Violations of group norms, including 
outbreaks of violence, racism, arson, bullying, substance 
abuse, self-harm and damage were all addressed in 
these meetings, and all members had the task of taking 
responsibility for their own development, and each 
other’s, as best we could. The community meeting was 
a primary container for the work; if we could make 
decisions together and repair ruptures in our system 
then we could survive and function as a system for 
another day. If the system could function for another 
day we could generate spaces wherein we could develop 
and transform. Over time the rhythm of crisis – survival 
– reset – develop became something familiar; we lived 
on this edge. It was never dull.
So, I arrived at this workshop not knowing anything about 
what to expect, but deeply interested in group dynamics 
and the power of groups to mobilise both destructive and 
reparative forces. I was not just interested, I was living 
these experiences on a daily basis, and I was desperate to 
develop my capacity to understand and influence. 
On that day those who took part learned a very different 
approach to communicating together in groups, and 
we had a lively authority issue with the leader, letting 
significant aggression out to play. There were also 
some unexpectedly intimate experiences. It was very 

different for all of us; some opened our boundaries 
to the difference and for some the differences led to 
closed boundaries. 
This method made sense to me; it connected at the 
primitive level where I was living much of the time at 
work. It took me away from thoughts, opinions and 
interpretations into raw experience without being 
overwhelmed by it (which felt different from the sense 
of overwhelm which sometimes threatened my stability 
when at work).  At the same time this SCT thing gave me 
the basic outline of a map so I could make sense of my 
experience and I was not alone - I always had a subgroup. 
So, 30 years later, I read this story and think about 
belonging – the attractions and the risks of belonging. 
I found a place where I felt I belonged at Peper Harow. 
It was highly deviant and outside the mainstream and 
ultimately too different for a changing world; it did not 
adapt and it closed. I lost that sense of belonging. I have 
since found a place I feel I can belong in a different 
way, in the community of practice and people that 
SCTRI provides a home for. At another level of system 
hierarchy the sense of belonging that I can experience 
with others connects with a sense of belonging with 
myself, and belonging in my life.
A piece of poetry to finish with, from The House of 
Belonging by David Whyte:1

This is the temple 
of my adult aloneness 
and I belong 
to that aloneness 
as I belong to my life. 
There is no house 
like the house of belonging.

The contexts we can co-create and build together 
with others gives us a place we can belong, and 
in that belonging we can belong with ourselves; 
in belonging with ourselves, including in being in 
connection with our adult aloneness, we can belong 
with others. Belonging is also longing to be. .

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

1 Whyte, David The House of Belonging (Many Rivers Press, 1996)
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Theory, Research, & Application

Part I
Some big questions that have been capturing us for a 
while, are now being explored in Systems-Centered News 
2021 (Vol 29, #1 & 2- Haddock). Among those questions 
is how a Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS) is 
connected to wider systems; what are the dynamics and 
impacts of wider system changes to human systems?
A TLHS deals beautifully with how we can understand 
and handle human systems and their different levels 
and phases of development. At the same time other 
concerns emerge, like how well we struggle with the 
boundaries between nature and nature’s impact on 
us (e.g. covid-19, wildfires, draught, flooding) and our 
impact on nature (e.g., CO2-emissions) through our 
need for energy and resources from Earth. What other 
models and theories can help us further?

We share with others – and our generation is not the 
first! - the awe of the human and natural world and 
universe and the mysteries of how all is interacting 
from the smallest details to their larger contexts. 
Maybe William Blake can help us to keep our awe and 
to highlight “isomorphy and connectedness” even when 
our decisions sometimes go in the opposite direction:

To see a World in a Grain of Sand.

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

And Eternity in an hour.

William Blake, “Auguries of Innocence” (1803)

Let us listen to some of the biologists and natural 
scientists like Gunderson & Holling (Eds.) (2002), who 
are addressing some of these mysteries. The theory 
that we will introduce you to deals with the properties 
of change in nature and social systems and is called 
Panarchy. In the diagram we would place this theory in 
ellipses 2 and possibly 1. 

A Theory that Deals with Both Human  
and Wider Systems
Jonas Forsmark   
jonas@softskills.se

Börje Svanqvist   
borje.svanqvist@sqarp.se

Note: This is a theoretical hierarchy 
and all people operate according to  
a theory as Lewin observed.  This  
may be (and usually has both)  
explicit or implicit.

Diagram 1
A Hierarchy of systems and SCT
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summed up in a pattern of change called the adaptive 
cycle (Gunderson & Holling (Eds.) 2002). An adaptive 
cycle is a process of four phases fulfilling a developmental 
cycle of change in a system. Two phases represent a 
growth, followed by a phase of stabilization, and then a 
revolutionary shift. The phases of the adaptive cycle are 
named Reorganization (α), Exploitation (r), Conservation 
(K) and Release (Ω).

Figure 1. Source: Gunderson & Holling (Eds.) in Panarchy. p. 34.  
© Island Press 2002.

The phases indicate a system’s self-organizing, 
developing its “best practice”, to access and exploit 
limited resources. However, as reality changes with 
new disturbances, change in environment, et cetera, its 
modus operandi eventually becomes less adaptive, and 
a collapse of the structure releases its energy again. An 
internal flow of new options emerges.
An example from nature is what happens after a forest 
wildfire: trees, bushes, grass are burnt (release); then 
surplus energy becomes available (reorganization) 
for smaller plants, insects, micro life (exploitation); as 
time passes new vegetation blooms and grass, bushes 
and eventually trees recover – a new landscape forms 
(conservation). An example from social context is a 
company that exploits a business idea and keeps on 
refining its product and organization until demand from 
the market drops (environmental change, disturbance 
to system’s modus operandi) and the company’s 
resources are released and later on are reallocated for 
new business ideas.

As with all theoretical concepts, there is always a “choice” 
of where a boundary is positioned and within each level 
of the illustrated hierarchy there are many subsystems 
or possible subsystems.  It is also highly likely that the 
members of any particular subsystem will see their own 
particular system as the preferred occupant of ellipse 2.
The Panarchy theory is applied to understand and 
influence change in complex human and natural systems, 
also called SES, social – ecological systems (Gunderson, 
2021). It is used in many fields: economics, law, urban 
planning in order to change environmental stewardship 
for sustainable futures. Hertz and others describe an 
emerging shift in paradigms researching these fields – 
from studying separate phenomena to seeing systems 
interactions (Hertz et.al., 2020). 
Agazarian (2010) brings us a comforting thought: 
“Systems do not exist in the real world like people do” 
...“Thinking ‘systems’ is only useful if systems thinking 
permits you to do things in reality that you could not 
do before you thought in terms of systems.” So, we ask 
ourselves questions that we do not know the answer to 
yet: do new questions and new ways of working complex 
systems emerge when we think about Panarchy theory?

Panarchy1 - the Theory in Short

Panarchy describes the way systems are part of larger 
systems and the complexities of interactions within 
and between these. Systems can be human economies 
and governance, public health, a landscape, forests, 
agriculture, electrical grids, coastal surges and more. As 
in a TLHS, we can decide where a system ends and the 
next starts depending on what we want to describe. 
Panarchy proposes a framework for understanding change, 
within and between different levels of a system hierarchy. 
When speaking of a system, we assume that the parts 
are connected, and when a part changes, other parts will 
also be influenced. The pattern of change within a specific 
system is modelled by the concept of “the adaptive cycle.” 
Panarchy is the theory of how more than two adaptive 
cycles interact in a hierarchy over time and space. 

The Adaptive Cycle

The origin of the model of Panarchy is observations 
of change in nature. These observations have been 

Theory, Research, & Application

1   Pan = god of nature, creative and destructive. Pan = (gr.) all, everywhere, whole. Archy = rule.
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Description of the phases 
Each phase of the adaptive cycle has specific properties 
and characteristics. These will be described below in short. 

The reorganization (a - phase) is a time of 
innovation and restructuring. Free resources (energy/
information) are available for exploitation. The available 
energy/information supports high potential for change in 
practically any direction at this point. The connectedness 
between parts in the system is low – the resources are 
therefore relatively free to be organized and used. 

The exploitation phase (r – phase2)
Some parts of the system can better exploit the resources 
(energy) than others in this phase. Connectedness 
is low, but growing, and there is a high sensitivity to 
external influence. Competition is intensified. The most 
effective survivors tend to connect and strengthen their 
opportunities for growth. Information and “differences” 
that do not fit in the emerging system development 
are prone to be ignored or left out (X in graph (figure #) 
above). 

The conservation phase (K – phase)
Some ways of handling the available resources/
information will dominate and bloom towards the 
goal of survival and “best practice.” Goals are clarified, 
helping to keep diversity limited. “Too different” inputs 
have less space or will not be included. Connectedness 
and stability are maximized but resilience (the system’s 
ability to manage disturbances) decreases. Rigidity 
becomes a risk. The system becomes more sensitive to 
surprises. Any change in the surroundings that is greater 
than the resilience of the system, will trigger the system 
to the next phase, the release. 

The release phase (W- phase)
The resources that previously were bound are released 
and the tight organization of the parts of the system is 
lost. The unpredictability is suddenly increased, making 
room for chaotic behaviors. A strong destabilizing 
feedback-loop is developed among the revolting 
elements. The process continues until the resources are 
emptied and the fuel is gone. The system connectedness 
declines dramatically. The specific system is beginning a 
new loop in a - phase or vanishes. 

A hierarchy of nested loops (adaptive 
cycles) is a Panarchy

Panarchy uses the model of three or more adaptive cycles 
that are discrete (separate) and nested. Lower system 
levels in a hierarchy are influencing upwards through 
“revolt” (SCT would say a subsystem introducing a 
difference) and higher system level influences downwards 
through “remembering.” This memory transfers self-
correcting information through experience, established 
norms, or through information that is saved in the systems 
memory. This conceptualization may allow for concrete 
explorations of isomorphy between system levels. Lower-
level systems are generally considered smaller and faster. 
Higher level systems tend to be larger and slower.

Figure 2. Influences over the boundaries of time and space (or 
Number of people involved) Source: Gunderson & Holling (Eds.) in 
Panarchy. p. 75. © Island Press 2002

Panarchy stresses that all living systems exist and function 
at multiple scales of space, time, and organization. The 
interactions across these boundaries are crucial for 
understanding what is happening in the system at any 
particular time. Small and slow changes can eventually 
cause a surprising tipping point into the larger context – 
as is evident in all systems theory, we believe. 

Panarchy and TLHS - Discoveries
Do new questions and new ways of working complex 
systems emerge when we think about Panarchy theory? 

Theory, Research, & Application

2    The names “r” -and “K”- phase originates from r- and K –strategists which represent different methods nature has found  
for effective survival of different species. 

       large  
and slow

  small  
  and fast
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Will new threads emerge that focus how our human 
systems interact with our environment? We would like 
to explore and follow up further next time some of 
these discoveries:
   •   Panarchy enhances time and space scales as central 

– how can we translate these modellings when we 
think, for example, TLHS and the quick transportation 
of ideas, feelings, and communication in today’s 
world? 

   •   When looking at the model of many adaptive cycles 
involved in a panarchy (see fig 2), we are interested 
to learn more about the flow of energy/information/
influences from the larger systems into the smaller 
and vice versa.

   •   We find the concept of slow and quick variables 
fruitful when considering every intervention with 
persons, groups, and organizations. We would 
certainly like to explore it further. 

   •   In what way(s) may an integration of Panarchy and 
TLHS support an understanding of the relationship 
between human and other natural systems?

   •   Can Panarchy be used by, for example, a consultant 
as a tool for analyzing an organization – like 
contextualizing?

References:
Agazarian, Y.M. (2010) Systems-Centered Theory and 
Practice: The Contribution of Yvonne Agazarian (From 
Friends papers IV, 1992-1995), p.19. SCTRI, Inc.
Agazarian, Y.M., Gantt, S.P., Carter F.B. (2021) Systems-
centered Training. An Illustrated Guide for Applying a 
Theory of Living Human Systems. London, UK: Routledge.
Gunderson L.H., Holling C.S. (Eds.) (2002) Panarchy. 
Understanding Transformations in Human and Natural 
Systems. Washington D.C.: Island Press. 
Gunderson, L.H. (Ed.) (2021) Applied Panarchy. 
Washington, D.C.: Island Press (in press). 
Haddock, R. (2021) Theory of Living Human Systems: 
Energy and the Connection to the Universe. Systems-
Centered News, Winter 2021, Volume 29, Number 1, p. 5-9.
Haddock, R. (2021) Turning the Lens of a Theory of Living 
Human to the Earth as a Whole. Systems-Centered News 
Summer 2021, Volume 29, Number 2, p. 5-9.
Hertz, T., Mancilla Garcia, M., Schlüter, M. (2020). From 
Nouns to Verbs: How Process Ontologies enhance 
our understanding of Social-Ecological Systems (SES) 
understood as Complex Adaptive Systems, People and 
Nature, doi:10.1002/pan3.10079
More articles that focus human and natural system 
interactions can be found at: www.stockholmresilience.org

2    The names “r” -and “K”- phase originates from r- and K –strategists which represent different methods nature has found  
for effective survival of different species. 

Check out this issue of the SCT E-News
It’s in your Inbox

Find SCT Workshop and training group  
announcements and SAVI trainings

New: SCTRI: A User’s Guide
Take a look! If you are new to SCTRI, here is a map.

If you have been around – refresh yourself. You may get an “Aha” moment.

Catch up on the work of member-staffed Action Groups
Members’ energy fuels the organization’s survival, development and transformation. 

See what is going on in the organization.
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Orientation to the 2022 SCT Annual Conference
There are multiple pathways for attending the 2022 SCT Conference.

Weekend Institutes
The weekend Institutes provide an opportunity to dive 
deep into a topic of interest. The sessions will take 
place over two full days on Saturday and Sunday.

Five-Day Conference
The five days includes a variety of learning 
opportunities to explore systems-centered training 
and its applications. There are 4 types of sessions that 
make up the five-day Conference:

    •    Experiential Training (Session 1) – These immersive 
trainings use systems-centered techniques to 
build a group within which members can explore 
their here-and-now experience. Those new to 
SCT, those who want to explore SCT or integrate 
it into their personal and work lives will begin 
with the Foundation Training Group. Intermediate 
and Advanced groups will also be part of the 
Conference. Please see the registration pages for 
more details about the groups being offered this 
year. (The SCT Training Curriculum may also be a 
helpful resource, for those interested in taking the 
next step after Foundation Training. Find it on the 
website at www.systemscentered.com/Training/
The-SCT-Training-Curriculum).

    •    Basics in SCT Groups (Session 2) – These training 
sessions will cover core elements of SCT theory 
and methods. When you register you will be

asked to choose which of these groups you plan to 
attend.

    •    Workshops (Session 2) – Presented by members, 
these sessions highlight application of SCT 
relating to the theme of the Conference in various 
contexts. When you register, you’ll be asked to 
select the workshops you’ll attend.

    •    Large Group (Session 3)– At the end of each day 
of the Conference, Monday - Thursday, we will 
gather in a large group to explore and integrate 
our experiences from the day. When you register, 
you will be asked to confirm your plans to attend 
the Large Group.

Emerging Theory Workshop  
(Friday, Sessions 2 & 3) 
The Emerging Theory Workshop, Working with 
Systemic Racism and Its Impact, introduces leading 
edge theory and integrates it with experiential practice. 
This workshop wraps up the Conference for attendees 
and is also open to anyone as a stand-alone session 
(see registration information on the SCT website).

Seven-Day Registration Package Option
If you plan to attend both the Weekend Institute and 
the Conference, the combined Seven-Day Registration 
package will provide the best rate.

Welcome to Our Online Conference!
We’ll be spanning many time zones in this online context so we refer to parts of the training day (or night 

depending where you are!) as “sessions.” 

Looking for an Introduction?  
Try the Foundation Training Group

New attendees are warmly encouraged to attend a Foundation Training group as part of the Weekend Institute  
(two-full days) or as part of the five-day Conference (or both) to see and experience SCT from a variety of angles. There are 
two options for five-day Conference attendance: you can register and attend the full Conference which gives you access 
to Workshops, the Large Group Experience, the emerging theory Friday Workshop, and a variety of social events; or as 
recognition that time zones may be difficult for some, you can register for the Conference Foundation Training Group only 
(no access to other events). No matter which you choose, the Conference Foundation Training meets all five days to learn 
core elements of theory and then practice applying them to build a Systems-Centered group. These sessions will build on 
one another from one day to the next, so commitment to attend matters!
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From the Archives: SCT Training and Resource Center
Fran Carter  Carter2229@aol.com   
Annie MacIver  annie.macIver2@icloud.com
Co-Directors
This excerpt builds on the work we have been doing in the last few newsletters looking at the integration of Kurt Lewin’s Field 
Theory into TLHS and SCT methods. The table below builds on and is an adaptation of the past, present and future, reality 
and irreality chart by Kurt Lewin (1951)1. It is used in SCT as an illustration of the boundaries between the Past, Present and 
Future and the boundary between the constructed world of explanations and the experienced world of exploration.
We hope this will support our continuing understanding of the shoulders on which Yvonne stood as she developed 
theory throughout her life. If you are interested in particular areas, let us know and we will look through the archives – 
and as soon as our new library is up and running you can join us.
The following is an excerpt from the section on Boundarying in Phases of Development in the Systems-Centered Group 
published in Small Group Research (1999)2. The full article can be accessed on the SCTRI Website.

1 Lewin, K. (1951). Field theory in social science. New York: Harper & Row.
2 Small Group Research, Vol. 30, No.1, February 1999, 82-107.

The defenses in the table above illustrate the boundaries 
between explained reality and explored reality. When 
these boundaries become barriers they obstruct the flow 
of information between comprehension and apprehension. 
Without feedback, a cognitive map is developed which 
represents neither apprehensive reality nor comprehensive 
reality. This «mis-constructed» map is often indistinguishable 
from maps that do represent reality. In the world of mis 
constructed reality, reality frustrations are experienced and 
compounded by misinterpretations of reality. All frustration 
provokes some anxiety, tension and irritability. Solving the 

problems in constructed reality requires undoing the defenses 
that create them so that the original real-world problems 
that were defended against can be identified and addressed. 
Unfortunately, this is the road least travelled. Most often, 
the problems created in secondary reality are acted out 
rather than confronted in primary reality. Then, tragically, the 
selffulfilling prophecies come true.
Human beings have a predisposition to avoid testing the reality 
of beliefs, however much anguish they create. Systems-centered 
requires reality to be explored, not explained - so that reality 
can be discovered, and cognitive maps can be made that reflect 

BOUNDARIES IN SPACE AND TIME
Comparing the impermeable boundaries of defensive loopswith the  

open boundaries of experienceand reality testing 

PAST
INTERPRETED

REALITY
the slings and arrows 
of childhood, oft told 

tales, war stories, 
tragedies and romances 

generating memorializing, 
recriminating blaming self 

or other and guilt

PRESENT
CONSTRUCTED

REALITY
secondary experience 
generating secondary 

feelings mixed with anxiety, 
tension and hostility; 

obsessions, mind reading 
victim and bully roles 

defiance and compliance 
blind trust and mistrust

FUTURE
PREDICTED

REALITY
catastrophizing generating 

histrionics, negative 
predictions of persecution 

or failure escalating 
anxiety, dread of retaliation, 

ruminations, obsessive 
worries and guilt

THE
CONSTRUCTED 

WORLD
OF

EXPLANATION

PAST
EXPERIENCE

Primary
Affect

Psycho-Physiological

PRESENT
REALITY TESTING

Primary Reality and inner 
Experiences Frustration 

- Love - Rage - Grief - Joy - 
Pain - Lust and Curiosity

FUTURE
UNKNOWN

Plans Goals  
and Surprises

THE
EXPERIENCED

WORLD
OF

EXPLORATION

EXISTENTIAL FRUSTRATION AND CONFLICT

Adapted from Lewin (1951) by Yvonne M. Agazarian (1986)
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For more information regarding dates and event registration, visit:  
www.systemscentered.com/training or contact: Kathy Lum, admin@systemscentered.com

On October 24th, 2021, the Training and Resource Center sponsored the event: Seeing the System, Not Just People:  
Commemorating the Work of Yvonne Agazarian. The recording can be viewed from the Systems-Centered YouTube channel.

Large Group
Connecting in a Virtual Context  
in a Time of Physical Separation
Led by: Susan Gantt and Mike Maher
Location: Zoom   When: Feb 8, May 3, Sept 27 & Dec 6.

The Large Group is co-led by Susan Gantt 
and Mike Maher with the intention of  
creating a context for SCTRI members to 
meet and connect in these turbulent times.

Registration required. 

Exploring Systemic Racism
Putting Our Resources to Work as  

Members of SCTRI…
Led by: Ray Haddock and Fran Carter

Location: Zoom
When: Continuing in early 2022 

Registration required.

Using A Theory of Living Human Systems and  
Systems-Centered methods and techniques to create a  
context to explore systemic racism, seeing what we discover 
when we look at institutional racism from a theoretical perspective. 

We are exploring how this perspective may be useful 
in weakening systemic racism whilst developing and 
transforming human systems at all the system levels.

Drop-In Study Group
Led by: Led by a Licensed SCT Practitioner
Location: Zoom
When: 12:00-12:55 pm EST  Dates available on website

The Drop-In Study Group is a place where 
members interact around questions, ideas, 
curiosities, and areas of interest about  
A Theory of Living Human Systems and  
Systems-Centered methods and techniques.

        Systems-Centered® Training Reseach Institute
Yvonne Agazarian Training & Resource Center

The Systems-Centered Training and Research Institute (SCTRI) is presenting three,  
FREE virtual groups through its Training and Resource Center. 

experience that can be validated. There is an unremitting 
requirement to develop a system in which reality testing is 
taken for granted so that regression to whatever depth can 
take place, when necessary, in the context of a reality-testing 
culture. Members are therefore encouraged to test out, in the 
group, their negative predictions about what will happen, and 
their fears about what others will think or do.
It is both hard and courageous work to check out these thoughts 
in reality (to manage the turbulence of crossing the boundary) 
however there is great pay off. Many of the symptoms that bring 
people into therapy are secondary rather than primary problems 
which change very fast when the defenses are modified. When it 
is experience rather than explanations of the world that generate 
understanding, a permeable boundary between the self, others 
and the outside world develops - and so does common sense.
An example of modifying a restraining force at the boundary 

From the Archives: SCT Training and Resource Center
between future and present reality is the immediate reduction, 
in all SCT groups, of anxiety provoking thoughts, which are 
understood to create, not only anxiety, but also contribute to 
the mis constructed realities that are generated from negative 
predictions or mind-reading and which distort both perception 
and experience of actual reality.
Immediately a member (or a subgroup - or the group-as-a-
whole) expresses anxiety, the SCT therapist intervenes and 
requires the person (or subgroup or group) to test the hypothesis 
that anxiety has three identifiable sources: anxiety provoking 
thoughts (which can be reality tested); anxiety-provoking feelings 
or sensations (which can be experienced as themselves and 
separated from interpretations that distort experience); or the 
normal apprehension that occurs when people are at the edge 
of the unknown - in which case it helps to be curious about the 
reality rather than having anxiety provoking thoughts about it.
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This section is intended for members to share their experiences with SCT, responses to articles, workshops, 
trainings, and anything else related to exploring SCT and the Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS). Whether your 
contribution is short or long, it’s always welcome. The goal is to share energy and build.

Taking SCT Theory and Methods Out 
into the Community  
Juliet Koprowska
julietska@gmail.com

Two years ago, I decided to join my local Parish Council. 
The name refers to an administrative area, not related 
to a church, so if you were thinking of the UK sitcom, 
The Vicar of Dibley – well, there are some dynamic 
resonances but no religious ones.
Parish Councils in the UK vary in size, budget, and power. 
In many areas Councillors are elected, and they would 
be in my area if enough people put themselves forward. 
As that is not the case, I volunteered and was co-opted. 
It’s a voluntary role. The Parish Council has several 
employees, principally a Clerk who handles most of the 
formal work and the budget, and a Superintendent and 
ground staff who look after the cemetery that belongs 
to the Council. We also manage two large playing 
fields including children’s play areas with equipment, 
another open space close to the riverside where people 
can picnic, a site with 30 allotments (community 
gardens), and a community building that used to house 
the library and is frequently let out for yoga, tai chi, 
special teaching for schoolchildren, children’s ballet, 
etc. The Council makes recommendations to the local 
city council about planning applications (‘zoning’ in the 
US) but has no decision-making powers. It works with 
other community groups and the local city council to 
make the area a good place to live.
Over the last two years I have introduced some 
adaptations to the communication patterns in 
the Council. Initially I observed many situations 
where opinions and proposals were met instantly 
with a difference, and I also noted a lot of noise 
in communication. For example, ambiguity (such as 
referring to people dead, alive and/or former parish 
councillors by first names only, with no role description 
or hint as to who they were and why they were pertinent 
to the discussion), redundancy (numerous explanations 
and opinions, and long diatribes, especially about a 
local property developer), and contradictions – with 
one proposal cancelled by another and then itself 
cancelled by the next which managed to be different 
from the first.
I also noticed hard work, serious commitment, and 

a highly developed sense of responsibility, as well as 
affiliative and affectionate relationships. Good people 
trying to do a good job and unaware of the restraining 
forces the dynamics produced.
I have intervened with small changes from member 
role, and since they elected me as Chair in 2021, I have 
more spheres of influence in which I can experiment 
with introducing new norms. I have been observing the 
output from the system to assess the usefulness of the 
interventions. Here are some examples.
When making proposals in meetings or by email, I finish 
with an everyday version of ‘Anyone else’ by asking, 
‘What do others think?’ This is now used by other 
councillors in their communications, and the invitation 
seems to have reduced the volume of disagreements in 
the responses. In response to others’ email proposals, I 
might start with ‘Good idea!’ or just write ‘I support this,’ 
‘I agree,’ without lengthy explanations but sometimes 
adding criteria.  Others have joined with simple clear 
replies, sometimes with humour.
In meetings, if a difference quickly emerges, I suggest 
we talk through an idea from one side and then the 
other (similarities first, differences second, in SCT 
language). I also ask, ‘So has everyone who supports 
this spoken? I have a difference when we’re ready,’ or 
ask, ‘Does anyone have a difference?’ 
Majority voting was the norm and is the definitive way of 
deciding contentious issues in Parish Councils. By sheer 
force of habit, I have introduced consensus decision-
making by stealth. When we have talked through an 
issue, instead of asking for a show of hands, I say ’Any 
differences?’ If there aren’t any, it becomes a decision. If 
there are, we usually work through them, and only rarely 
record those for, those against and abstentions.
In the Chair role I work more closely with the Clerk, 
who acts as the voice of the Council in most of our 
communications with residents and other organisations. 
She is bright, creative, industrious, and knowledgeable. 
However, she both takes things personally and feels 
hurt when the Parish Council is criticised, responding 
to communications from residents with lengthy written 
responses full of explanations. Some residents are 
stereotyped as ‘complainers.’ My goal is to test whether 
there is useful information in the communications we 
receive, build more open and friendly communication 
with residents, and reduce the yes-but dynamic that 
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the Clerk’s responses tend to create.
For example, we produced a newsletter for the first 
time in years, printed in full colour, and delivered it to 
every household in the community, as well as posting 
it online. We received a complaint very quickly (one 
of only two, as it turned out), saying the print was too 
small, it was a waste of money, and for people like the 
complainant with visual difficulties it was unreadable, 
even in the version on the website. The Clerk drafted 
a long self-justifying email, shifting the blame to the 
printers, and refuting various points. I amended this 
radically to thank the resident for bringing these issues 
to our attention, stripped out the explanations, asked for 
advice about how we could improve future newsletters 
to make them accessible, and gave the information 
that the website was going to be updated and made 
compliant with disabled access requirements. The 
resident wrote back surprised and pleased at the quick 
response, and shared some very useful information, 
which the clerk immediately used to provide a digital 
version the resident could easily read. The resident was 
delighted and grateful, and the Clerk felt very satisfied 
with her own work. I subsequently noticed a post from 
the same parishioner on the local Facebook page saying 
something favourable about the Parish Council – an 
extremely uncommon occurrence.
My final example relates to a meeting about the 
allotments. The pandemic has interfered with an old 
norm of holding meetings between the Parish Council 
and the allotment holders perhaps twice a year. We 
recently held the first face-to-face meeting in more than 
18 months. I was the only Parish Council representative 
and drafted the notes. One issue raised by allotment 
holders was that the grass pathway down the middle 
of the site had not been cut frequently enough by the 
grounds staff who work in the neighbouring cemetery. 
Prior to the notes being updated and circulated to the 
attendees for approval, and then sent to all allotment-
holders, my draft notes were shared with the Clerk and 
discussed at a meeting of the Parish Council. Longer-
serving Councillors informed me that the cemetery 
staff did cut the grass but were reluctant, as allotment 
holders often accost them and criticise them. (They 
are shy men, handier with a spade and lawnmower 
than eye contact and a chat.)  So, I added this to the 
notes: The Cemetery grounds staff do cut the grass – 
do welcome them on site! Any concerns or complaints 
should be directed to people with responsibility for the 
Allotments, via the Clerk. The Cemetery grounds staff 
have no such powers and simply valuing the work they 
do would be appreciated.

This is an everyday version of an SCTRI Conference 
norm, of giving compliments directly to hotel staff, 
and channelling complaints through Jan Vadell, in her 
hotel liaison role. The Clerk wrote back and said, ‘I 
particularly love the paragraph about grass cutting.’ 
That was a surprise, as I haven’t seen her use the word 
‘love’ before. I was hoping it wasn’t a sadistic kind of 
love, because if it were, I’d misjudged the tone. And I 
think I did. An allotment holder wrote back and said the 
Parish Council had ‘summarily dismissed’ the request to 
cut the grass more frequently. So, there’s more work 
to do there. She also said the work of the ground staff 
was greatly appreciated and allotment holders were on 
friendly terms with them, suggesting she felt criticised, 
so I have something to learn from that too. I may never 
know the truth about past relations between grounds 
staff and allotment holders, but at least we all agree 
now that appreciation is a valued norm! .
Thoughts on Two Articles in the 
Previous Newsletter

Verena Murphy
vmch99@gmail.com

As a member of SCTRI, I am responding to the two 
articles on race and racism in the last Newsletter. I was 
thrilled by the two brave new subgroups who have 
decided independently to put in their voices, rather 
than keep them silent.
The first subgroup was represented by Esraa Abd El 
Fattah’s and Anthea Benjamin’s voices, who addressed 
their experience of race and racism, while members of 
a silent subgroup in the Large Group at the April 2021 
conference. 
The other subgroup addressed the concept of “race” 
in the context of Systems-Centered Theory and was 
voiced by Claudia Byram. She reminded us that SCT as 
a theory is a closed system, with its own operational 
definitions, constructs, and hypotheses that we can 
test. 
My initial response to the first article titled: “Does SCT 
have space for us and others like us?” was a resounding 
YES! (Accompanied with a more sober …EVENTUALLY). 
It takes time to integrate differences (especially those 
held in stereotype subgroups for centuries). How can 
SCTRI not be similar in structure and function to the 
larger world we are living in?
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My heart ached as this subgroup described their real, 
lived experience outside and inside SCTRI - feeling 
“re-traumatized” in that Large Group. In my heart, I 
knew what this subgroup voiced was real and true. And 
here it was faced with yet another group that apparently 
holds differences at bay – by allowing a silent subgroup 
to remain silent, because even the leaders did not ask 
for the information this silent subgroup was holding for 
all of us. And this by a group that professes to integrate 
differences! 
Reading that part, I was reminded of several learnings 
from Yvonne Agazarian:
       •    “Context defines what we can and cannot do.” 

The context described above was a NEW 
SCT GROUP.  SCT theory predicts that a new 
group is in the Flight phase and will exhibit the 
restraining forces typical of such a phase: taking 
a long time to undo anxiety and not making 
room for other subgroups. It is only after anxiety 
based on mind-reads and negative predictions is 
sufficiently undone that a sense of safety can be 
felt by all participants. 

       •   ‘We are all puppets on the string of a group’s 
dynamics – that includes the leaders of the 
group!”  In other words, leaders may also exhibit 
the defenses of a new group which is what may 
have occurred as this subgroup describes it.

       •   Systems-Centered Theory predicts that 
differences will be integrated when its method 
of functional subgrouping is applied. The process 
of integrating differences does not have to be 
a lengthy process, but can be a very lengthy 
process, dependent on the particular dynamics 
of a group.  It depends how “fast” a new 
group moves through the different phases of 
development: from flight to flight/fight, to 
fight, to managing authority issues with leaders 
without acting out, to becoming a working group 
that can solve problems without evidencing the 
defenses used in earlier phases that would slow 
down its work.

       •   SCTRI as a system and SCT as a system are 
two different entities:  the first has potentially 
permeable boundaries (when we practice its 
methods and techniques), while SCT as a theory 
is a closed system. 

I repeat this cautiously, as we were also told by Yvonne 
that there is room for refinement of the theory. 
However, SCTRI does have a licensing process in place 

to assess when practitioners are practicing SCT, and 
when they are not yet doing so. In the world of theory 
and application there is a phenomenon called “drift”: 
a shift away from the proper implementation of the 
theory and its protocols. To prevent such “drift,” it 
takes a body – currently the licensed practitioners’ 
group - to uphold the boundaries
This brings me back to the importance of the first 
subgroup’s new voice coming in, which asks us all to 
reassess the norms and boundaries of our organization.
Moving on to the second article - the subgroup held 
by Claudia Byram - and me, too, as I discovered while 
reading and working to understand it. The article 
described the concept of race from a SCT theoretical 
perspective. 
Thinking in strictly abstract theoretical terms, 
understanding and using the terms appropriately 
(including its jargon), is ongoing work for all of us in 
SCTRI, as contexts are different each moment, each 
time. 
PS.  One more learning from Yvonne that relates 
to the current state of the world: she said in 1998 
that as a whole system – our human race – we are 
developmentally stuck in the fight phase, stuck in role 
locks.  We are still trying to kill off the difference, or 
scapegoat it, and encapsulate it (e.g., prisons) and less 
overtly in “us” versus “them” language. 
Let’s keep testing the theory’s assumptions/hypotheses 
together, and let’s keep practicing its methods and 
techniques together, so the theory can truly become 
alive in how we see and treat each other in the human 
race and help create the safe environment we all want 
to live in!
Much work remains to be done by all of us. .
What Can We Learn from Online 
Training Using the Lens of a Theory 
of Living Human Systems and SCT?
Ray Haddock 
rayhad@doctors.org.uk

By now all of us will be familiar with the forced 
migration to online working for therapy, consultation, 
and training. For many this has been a significant 
change of the norm of how such activities are carried 
out. A theory of living human systems and its systems-
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centered application tells us that such a change is a big 
difference from the norm and for many this inevitably 
leads to survival responses and their associated survival 
roles. These are likely to show up, initially, as flight 
roles with closed boundaries. This provides us with 
an opportunity to explore the impact through the 
phases of system development and learn both about 
the impact of forced changes in norms and, by working 
through the phases, bring our life energy, pleasure and 
problem solving together into a different reality.
It is this context of the COVID19 pandemic that I am writing 
about experiences and observations of this process over 
the last 18 months and in the emerging hope for a return 
to something different from how it is/has been during 
the pandemic. The question about what we might return 
to has been widely asked over the last 18 months with 
the answer broadly framed in two different ways by 
different subgroups, one being “getting back to normal” 
(i.e., the norm before the pandemic) and another that is 
a voice for “build back better.” 
I became curious about what I might see and what 
understanding I could come to if I applied the lens of 
Agazarian’s theory, and even if this might be helpful in 
some way.
Having worked online delivering individual therapy and 
consultation for many years and having seen clients and 
trainees through all phases I have no doubt about the 
efficacy and value of working in this way. 
In moving to leading online training groups, one early 
discovery was how well SCT was suited to adapting 
to the new media, particularly with its emphasis on 
boundaries and the communication process and 
structure of functional subgrouping. At a “technical” 
level, there was little difference between online and 
face to face and as such working virtually was integrated 
easily in most contexts. The same can be said for using 
the SCT protocols to weaken restraining forces. At a 
theory level it is just another form of a living human 
system and for me at least requires no adjustment of 
theory but more opportunity to experiment and test 
the application thoroughly in a new context.
Having now worked with training groups online for 18 
months, the unchosen experiment is ongoing, but the 
evidence is that training via online platforms is effective. 
It is possible to survive, develop and transform and 
work through the hierarchy of restraining forces and 
for members and systems to effectively attune and 
self-correct.
Restraining forces that arise at some point in most 

training contexts are various forms of missing the 
experience of being physically in the same room with 
others. In the flight phase this mostly takes the form of 
negative predictions along the lines of “This can never 
be as effective,” “You can never get close to others 
like this,” “There will never be proper attunement.” 
Readers may have their own experiences to add to 
these.
The fight phase presents frustration, irritation, outrage, 
and depression, particularly in relation to failings, 
real or perceived, of the technology or the self and 
leader for not being able to use it proficiently. In 
the Separation/Individuation phase there are both 
enchantment and disenchanted versions of connecting 
or not with others such as “There’s no point in trying,” 
“I am not signing up again until it’s in person,” or “How 
wonderful it is to be able to feel so close and connect 
to anyone anywhere in the world.”
At the larger system level there are many failed plans 
and attempts to get back to in person functioning, 
some based on positive predictions rather than reality 
testing. Examples being “we won’t need to lockdown 
again” or “if we lock down now, we can go back to 
normal by…” or organising events to be in person only 
to have to cancel them again.
As groups work in the different phases, we can see 
versions of the expected restraining forces and survival 
patterns, which are all grist for the mill in any SCT 
context.
Yet, as the “complaints” about online not working 
constantly recurred, I became curious about what 
subgroup voice might be missing. Not being able to 
see and integrate the data on what online working 
can achieve indicates a closed boundaried system. In 
SCT this indicates there are survival roles stabilising 
the system and keeping alive/protecting some aspect 
of the life force. The consequence of this is that 
information cannot be integrated, nor problems solved 
associated with the reality of a change in system norms. 
System norms are those elements of the wider context 
that are so much a part of day to day functioning that 
they are often out of awareness or not immediately 
accessible to consciousness. The “truths” that do not 
get questioned or explored because they are not in 
awareness until threatened, and then it may be that 
the response is activation of societal survival roles with 
isomorphic versions at all system levels. Accepting 
changes to these norms is resisted to the end and 
indeed people will die to preserve them. 
However, it may be that listening to the explanations 
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gives a clue. The following are examples of some of the 
things I have heard in training and working contexts: 
I miss the chats at coffee break,

You can’t just hang out with people,

You cannot see the body language,

I miss the affiliative interaction,

I miss the hugs and going out to dinner lunch, etc.

Whilst some of these can be understood as wanting 
the in-group connection, many of the statements relate 
to roles outside the boundary of the training group so 
theoretically not immediately relevant to the training role. 
This left me curious about what I and others get from 
face-to-face meetings that really is missing in online 
training groups. The first term I came up with for 
myself was that what is missing is the “human glue,” 
the stuff that is holding the system-as-a-whole in a 
particular physical context and which is a significant 
driving force for attending an event that is different 
to the event itself.  Within this are the norms of the 
particular social context and its subgroups such as a 
long history of developing friendships that might only 
come into existence in that particular context with the 
routines and rituals of the workshop, training group 
or conference. Putting these together we might call it 
the culture of the system. We come together not just 
for the training, the learning, or the work, but also 
to fulfil a deep human need for affiliation with those 
we have come to know and love and with whom we 
share values, a history, and particular memories. How 
salient and central these aspects of a context might be 
to different individuals is of course varied, but these 
variations and how they are managed in a system are 
also part of a culture.
It is not surprising that a change in system norms 
impacts individuals in ways that then show up in training 
groups. This being the case how might we address this 
as we continue to experience, explore, learn, and plan?
Central to SCT is that we keep opening our boundaries to 
differences and exploring so that they can be integrated. 
We can practice sitting on the edge of the unknown 
yet knowing life energy is unabated and managed in 
the system in survival roles and subgroups. We keep 
functional subgrouping to contain and gather data about 
our context (the impact of climate change and social 
inequality are big ones) and reducing our restraining 
forces to reality testing, to exploring our impulses to fight, 
blame and target anything we perceive as obstacles, 
then we explore our despair or enchantment  and wait 

and see what emerges and make plans to implement  
the move from enacting our survival roles to actions to  
build a  system  we  want to live in.
At a personal level what steps can we take to build the 
systems in our lives that enable us and our communities 
to be alive to each other? One realisation for me was 
that most of my friendships and affiliative relationships 
require travelling long distances. Frequent flying is 
increasingly inconsistent with my values of stopping 
activity that damages the climate, the environment, 
and others. The early stages of the pandemic brought 
home to me starkly that I did not really have a local 
community that I am part of. However, I am realising 
a local community is always available and will require 
my bringing in my energy to contribute and build 
relationships, to join and work with others to build a 
local a community that I/we want to be part of. What 
strikes me about this is that it is isomorphic with SCT and 
the needs of the world – to build subgroups that value 
and take care of the life energy at all system levels, to 
resolve problems, reduce restraining forces to enable 
moving beyond survival to develop and maybe even, in 
time, transformation. 
Using the SCT lens the human system-as-a-whole 
has many subgroups, for example, technological, 
communities, political parties, cultures, economic and 
many more. The hypothesis that SCT presents us with is 
that these subgroups can be in survival or development. 
If or when a functional subgrouping communication 
pattern is established the information contained in 
the system can be explored and reality tested, and 
then discrimination and integration will occur. This will 
enable new choices to emerge, based on reality with 
new pathways that can be tested in relation to the 
human systems goals of survival, development, and 
transformation. .
Two Joins with the Last Issue
Claudia Byram
claudiabyram@gmail.com

Thank you, Kati, for modeling how to frame survival 
role systems empathically and colloquially for the 
teachers you work with. I am working at adapting the 
same more supportive (and helpful) approach to my 
own and other’s survival roles!
And Natalia, your from-the-heart poem is moving and 
containing. Thank you. .
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Upcoming Training Opportunities

SCT 22nd Annual Conference - Online 
Weekend Institute: April 2-3 • Conference: April 4-8 

Registration Now Open!

Details on the web at 
www.systemscentered.com
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