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In working together to frame this special edition of the 
Systems-Centered News our Newsletter Group has addressed 
some particular challenges. First of all, how can we both 
focus on the legacy of Yvonne’s work and acknowledge her 
uniqueness as a person? Different and related system levels. 
Second, as a commemorative edition, do we include the usual 
more time-sensitive material? Training notices, organizational 
updates? 

We took three approaches to the first question. First, Ray 
Haddock, our Theory, Research and Applications Co-editor, 
took on the job of capturing and framing an important 
transition in Yvonne’s early work, from group-as-a-whole to 
the theory of the invisible group to SCT. To this end he selected 
segments of two papers bracketing 1987 to 1992. Additionally, 
Jon McCormick and I collaborated on a short piece focusing 
on another aspect of Yvonne’s legacy, the Systems-Centered 
Training and Research Institute and the SCT training program. 

Third, Susan Gantt’s article “In Memory of Yvonne” bridges 
her life history and her work. In the section that follows 
contributions from long-time colleagues and friends of 
Yvonne’s in the field of group reflect on both her work and the 
impact Yvonne as a person had on their lives. The same can 
be said of the many contributions from members of SCTRI, the 
last section of this Newsletter. We hope you find this a lively 
and interesting contribution to remembering Yvonne and 
acknowledging her work.

To address the second question, what to do with time-sensitive 
information, we decided to launch a pilot project: putting 
announcements and updates in a simultaneous E-News annex. 
We will be looking for feedback from members about this 
release. Does it work? Do you look at it? Do you prefer/hate it? 
Let us know! .

From the Editor
Claudia Byram
claudiabyram@gmail.com

This issue gives us all a chance to look at the range of Yvonne’s 
contributions to not only all of us but to the larger world of 
group psychotherapy. Many of us in SCTRI are enormously 
grateful for all that she has given us, but in one sense, her 
impact on the larger world of group psychotherapy is so 
much bigger. There are many who have experienced Yvonne’s 
training or interacted with her that use something of SCT in 
their daily lives or work. This issue gives us not only a taste 
of the range and depth of Yvonne’s work but also a sample of 
those who have been deeply connected to her or impacted by 
her and her work. .

From the Chair
Susan Gantt
sgantt@systemscentered.com
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This is my first article for the Newsletter from my Director role, 
and it coincides with this special edition focusing on the work 
of Yvonne Agazarian. It is an honor to have this opportunity to 
add my voice to the theme.

In the recent 2018 SCT Conference in San Francisco there was 
a Large Group that embodied the spirit of Yvonne’s life’s work. 
It was started with an image of Yvonne (who had barely been 
mentioned in the Large Groups on the previous two days) as 
an elephant in the room - a huge pink elephant bestride the 
group as a whole.  This chimed with a memory and I picked 
up the subgroup work, coming in with a quote from an article 
co-written by Yvonne, Nina Klebanoff and myself for the 
Systems-Centered News (2015).  “When there is an elephant in 
the room, riding on its back are the ancient Lords and Ladies of 
splitting.” (The article continues with the following: “Splitting 
always carries the conflict between the developmental issues 
in groups of which the groups are not yet fully aware, and the 
clues are in the group behavior that group-as-a-whole acts 
out.”)

The group worked with the two sides of the elephantine split 
that up to that point had been unexplored. The first side was 
the subgrouping work on missing Yvonne, on loving her, on 
having had the experience of her changing or even saving 
the speaker’s life, on being fully seen by her, on gratitude 
for her legacy, the grief of loss, and other versions of similar 
experiences. It was poignant, moving work.  After a while there 
was a natural pause point, and a member asked if there was 
space for a difference. There was – we waited for the other shoe 
to drop. The difference that came in was of hatred, of feeling 
misunderstood and not seen by Yvonne, of feeling mistreated 
by her, and of relief that she was dead. Some of the members 
who spoke in the previous subgroup also contributed to this 
subgroup, as they had both sets of experiences alive in them. 

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

Members who spoke did so from the heart, without outrage, in 
contact with deep anger and grief for how it had been for them.

In myself I experienced a sense of deep relief that this shoe 
had also fallen, that this side of the experience had come into 
the room. Looking around I had the impression that this relief 
was a group-as-a-whole experience. I had the image of Yvonne 
smiling broadly as the work on hatred was explored with deep 
authenticity.

This group serves as an illustration of the heart of what Yvonne 
worked her whole life to achieve: a way of giving space to 
differences and exploring them in a way in which they do 
not fight each other. It was possible for radically different 
experiences to co-exist and to have their own validity without 
being set up to compete over which was correct.  

I first met Yvonne in a one-day workshop in 1990, 28 years 
ago as I write. In all the many subsequent times I worked 
with her the goal was to help the group develop through the 
integration of differences; every intervention was to weaken 
the restraining forces that got in the way of that being possible. 
Slowly I began to see what she meant, and how vital it was for 
us to be able to do this, and how hard it could be as a member 
or as a leader to achieve it. The quote from The Elephant in the 
Room (Systems-Centered News, Autumn 2015) with which I 
began this article marked the beginning of Yvonne’s late work 
on the person system which gives us the new maps to help us 
in this endeavor: the Large Group I described stands as a fitting 
tribute to what she made possible through her development of 
SCT, an apotheosis of the method in action, and points to the 
future where we continue to build on her legacy, taking SCT 
into the world. 

.

The Edge of the Unknown

An interview with Yvonne Agazarian talking about SCT Theory, its use and its emergence. 

You’ll find the link to this video and others on the SCT website home page  
at www.systemscentered.com.

Subscribe to the YouTube channel to receive notifications when new videos are posted.
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The Road Taken: From Chaos to Organization 
A tribute to the life energy of Yvonne Agazarian
Ray Haddock
rayhad@doctors.org.uk

In this commemorative newsletter we want Yvonne’s voice to 
come through clearly. Her voice through her writings carries 
her commitment to developing theory: a useful theory that 
would help us all understand and potentially influence the 
processes of the systems we live in. Through this commitment 
she made an impressive contribution to the development of the 
theory and practice of group psychotherapy.

Robert Frost’s (1916), well-known poem on a fork-in-the-road 
ends with the lines: “I took the one less traveled by/And 
that has made all the difference.” Yvonne did indeed take a 
less-traveled road in her understanding for groups and living 
human systems-as-a-whole. To highlight the road she did take 
we reviewe reviewed some of her many papers and in particular 
her group-as-a-whole papers. Reading these and then again 
her most recent paper in the Systems-Centered News, “The 
Nuts and Bolts of Systems-Centered Practice” (2018), a strong 
apprehensive image came to mind: seeing a new, complex and 
beautiful object for the first time -- for me it is a tree. Seeing it 
at first as a whole, detail unclear and unknown yet definitely 
there; then making the choice to move closer to explore the 
details or to walk around looking from different perspectives 
with curiosity; opening to the whole and to complex detail all 
at once. After all a tree is simply a tree when seen as a whole 
and so is a leaf or a twig, each a simpler component of a more 
complex organism and the tree itself just one in a forest.

Reading each of her papers carries the same experience of 
exploring through different levels of complexity; looking at 
the whole and the detail at the same time and each time from 
a slightly different angle, through a different lens. Seeing 
similarities, noticing the differences and at the same time 
when one stands back, marvelling at the simple complexity 
and elegance of the wholeness, the repeated patterns of 
isomorphy at different levels across the different papers. 

This is what Yvonne has given us in A Theory of Living Human 
Systems. For her each word had to be defined and carry 
responsibility for its meaning within the whole. The word I 
want to draw attention to here is “living.” In her later years 
and months she worked hard to teach us how to nurture the 
Living System, to understand the basic nutrients and context 
required for survival and development; then to be curious at 
what emerges that is not yet known and is for us to discover. 
Another fundamental aspect of her work is that she used 
theory to enable us see and understand the world we live in so 
that we have the possibility to make choices to build a world 
we want to live in. She used the theory to form hypotheses 
that could be tested in the real world, then used the results to 

strengthen, develop or prune the theory and try again.

The many papers she presented and books she wrote were 
always a “work in progress;” always a start and never an end. 
How could there be an end in a theory of a living system? 
There is always a next step.

“...she used theory to enable us see 
and understand the world we live 
in so that we have the possibility to 
make choices to build a world we 
want to live in.”

While she has presented us with an elegant theory, with 
methods to apply and test it, she did not arrive at this on 
day one. Her papers are the story of her exploration and 
discovery as she relentlessly pursued something she could 
only discern at the start and not yet describe in detail. Her 
papers are an account of what she saw from different angles, 
through different lenses: moving in close to see the detail and 
out again to see the whole and then puzzling often for years 
on how they connected to each other. Using a mathematical 
metaphor these papers show her “working out” for all to see 
where the ideas and conclusions have come from. What is 
striking, however, is how fresh these earlier papers still are 
today. We can see how most of the concepts we now work 
with and take for granted in SCT were present as she looked at 
groups and her emerging theory through the different lenses 
provided by other theories. There is also no doubt that the 
theory she defined and the methods she developed are just 
as challenging to us as we constantly work to move from a 
self-centered to a systems-centered perspective on our selves, 
others and the world.

Group-as-a-Whole
Of many possible papers we picked out just two to illustrate 
the enormous leap she made from the group theories and 
methods of the 1980’s to a new theory with methods derived 
directly from it: the methods we now know as systems-
centered practice. 

In the first paper, “Bion, the Tavistock Method, and the 
Group-as-a-Whole: Three Reactions to a New Member; an 
Interpersonal Tale Retold from the Perspective of the Group-
as-a-Whole” (1987)1, Yvonne gives an exquisite account of 

1  An edited version of this original paper is also included Systems-centered practice: Selected papers on group psychotherapy, (pp. 27-49). London, UK: Karnac 
Books (2006).  
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the path she had taken in exploring and then integrating 
particular models of group and social theories and practice, 
illustrating both the similarities and differences to her Group-
as-a-whole approach. Building step by step, she is presenting 
a comprehensive theory of the group-as-a whole, integrating 
the critical concept of isomorphy. This construct from General 
Systems Theory (von Bertalanffy, 1968) unifies the individual 
and the group in one system hierarchy. From this step she 
hypothesised that the behaviour of one will tell us something 
about the behaviour of the other. Here she is clear that 
she is comparing the traditional approach of explaining 
individual behaviour in relation individual dynamics with 
explaining the same behaviour from the perspective of group 
dynamics. Another critical concept she identifies as vital to 
understanding the group dynamics is that groups/systems 
follow definable phases of development (following the work of 
Bennis and Shepard [1956], which then influence the leader’s 
interventions.)

One observation we can make in reading this paper is that 
while she identifies and describes subgroups in a group and 
brings these to the group’s attention, she has not yet explicitly 
introduced any form of functional subgrouping. Emergent 
subgroups are named and linked to their group-as-a-whole 
role: the intervention makes the unconscious conscious.

We have included one section of this paper: her summary 
and commentary of models she builds on and integrates in 
developing her first theory of groups: the Invisible Group. 
We strongly encourage readers to seek out the whole paper: 
Yvonne’s exposition of her thinking linking the individual 
and group dynamics puts  “flesh on the bones” of the ideas 
of isomorphy and group role. We offer this excerpt as an 
invitation to interested readers to follow up with the full 
paper and consider taking in the whole sequence of Yvonne’s 
writings as she developed her theory. Her book, Systems-
centered practice: Selected papers on group psychotherapy 
(2006) is an excellent resource.

(Excerpted from: Bion, the Tavistock Method and the Group-as-
a-whole: Three Reactions to a New Member; an Interpersonal 
Tale Retold from the Perspective of the Group-as-a-Whole,1987, 
pp. 5-11). The title boxes and excerpts are as originally produced, 
including typeface and any typographical errors.

Bion, Tavistock and The Group-As-A-
Whole 
My charter with you today is to talk to you about the 
group-as-a-whole perspective as it is grounded in the Bion-
Tavistock approach. I shall therefore start by discussing the 
contributions of Bion and Tavistock to group theory, practice 
and training, continue with the model derived from my own 
theory (called the theory of the Invisible Group) and finish 
by applying group-as-a-whole thinking to the clinical task 
of understanding and intervening in the group process as 
illustrated in the vignette presented above.

Bion first started to work with groups during World War II as 

Director of the rehabilitation center of a military psychiatric 
hospital. It was the ideas that he began to develop there 
and later took to the Tavistock clinic that served as the 
foundation of what developed into the Tavistock approach. 
Bion perceived groups, not in terms of individuals, but as a 
discrete entity which he called `the group’. One thing that was 
quite clear to him was that while people in groups “claimed” 
to be working, as a group they often behaved in ways that 
were quite antithetical to work. It also appeared to him that 
the individuals in the group appeared quite bewildered by 
the experience, as if they were helplessly in the grip of forces 
that they could not account for, and that Bion himself could 
not attribute simply to individual unconscious motivation. It 
was thus that Bion came to formulate assumptions about the 
dynamics of the group-as-a-whole.

Bion observed that when the energy of the group was directed 
in ways that seemed to be antithetical to work, the behavior 
was in fact not random, but appeared to be organized and 
directional. It appeared to be purposeful. He made assumptions 
that the non-work behavior that he observed was in fact a 
defensive organization at the group level. He asked himself 
what the group was defending itself from, and postulated that 
the group had a terrifying psychotic chore. These group level 
defenses appeared to him to take identifiable forms. Group 
Dependency, in which the group attempts to create someone, 
usually the group leader, as a savior, whose goodness and 
wisdom would protect, nurture and save it. Group Flight-
Fight, in which an evil enemy was created who must either 
be attacked and annihilated, or avoided and placated. Group 
Pairing, in which the group treated two of its members as 
the chosen couple whose union would result in the birth of a 
messianic rescue in the form of some solution to the group’s 
helplessness and hopelessness. He called these three defensive 
solutions Basic Assumption Cultures: Dependency, Fight-
flight and Pairing. When Bion worked with groups, it was to 
these group level issues that he addressed himself, rather than 
to the issues of the individual.

The Tavistock method, as applied for some years following 
Bion’s formulation, was used to treat psychotherapy patients in 
groups with the therapist paying attention to the dynamics of 
the group-as-a-whole. Parenthetically, let me stress here, that 
the pure “Tavistock method” has not generally worked well as 
a method for conducting psychotherapy groups, but perhaps 
not for the reasons given. The narcissistic pain engendered in 
patients by the pure group-as-a-whole interpretations leaves 
them feeling diminished and dehumanized (Malan,1976). 
In my experience, however, even a minor modification like 
making supportive eye contact with individual patients while 
focusing on group-as-a-whole interpretations has changed 
the outcome for group patients, and adding group-as-a-whole 
interventions to individual interpretations, resulted in a 
very powerful additional dimension to the practice of group 
psychotherapy and has worked very well.

The assault on individual narcissism by the group-as-a-whole 
approach is by no means confined to psychotherapy group 
patients. Certainly in training groups of professionals one 
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of the major issues that the trainees struggle with is the 
experience of narcissistic pain when they confront the effect 
of group dynamics upon their individual behavior. Post-Freud, 
there is a general acceptance of the originally unbearable idea 
that we are relative puppets on the strings of our unconscious 
dynamics (hence the importance of making the unconscious 
conscious) but Post-Bion we have by no means accepted that 
in groups we are relative puppets on the strings of unconscious 
group dynamics. We come but slowly into a Copernican world.

Let us now turn to Human Relations Training. While 
experience in applying the Tavistock method was being 
gained in clinical practice, the group-as-a-whole focus 
was also being used as a core construct in the Human 
Relations Training Groups, or “T”-Groups, which were used 
in different aspects of training both in England and in the 
United States. Two practitioners in the United States, Herb 
Shepard and Warren Bennis (1956), observed the sequence 
of happenings in T-Groups over several years of a university 
course in which students “discovered” group dynamics by 
the participant-observer method which required them to 
observe the dynamics of the developing group as they were 
participating in its development. In these groups the leader 
behaved in the Tavistock method of consulting to the group-
as-a-whole rather than to the individuals in the group, or to the 
group-of-individuals. This was in the l95O’s when University 
professors were expected to behave in a predictably didactic 
fashion. The student’s expectations were violated by the non-
directive leadership, and a power vacuum was created.

There is some criticism that the developmental sequence that 
Bennis and Shepard observed was a function of this artificial 
condition rather than a natural process that could be attributed 
to group dynamics, and that their developmental theory could 
not, therefore, be applied to groups in general. It has since 
become clear, however, that in fact the power vacuum did 
not create dynamics that would not already exist, but rather 
highlighted a natural process of development, as well as 
emphasizing natural trends towards regression that occur in 
all groups when the socialized defenses do not maintain the 
group equilibrium and the primitive core becomes exposed.

“Although, in fact, much that can 
be observed of the manifestation 
of this core is characteristic 
of psychosis, to label it as 
pathological is, to my mind, 
limiting and misleading.”
As we have said, Bion called these primal forces the psychotic 
group core. Being a psychoanalyst, studying patient groups, 
predisposed Bion (and future “Bionists”) to interpret these 
primal group forces as pathological. Although, in fact, much 
that can be observed of the manifestation of this core is 
characteristic of psychosis, to label it as pathological is, to my 
mind, limiting and misleading. For example, it is important to 
note that certain core processes like conceptual condensations, 

paradoxical insights, concretizations and contradictions are 
common both to unconscious and conscious processes. It is 
just as valid to frame these mechanisms as the raw material of 
group work and creativity as it to frame them as basic group 
states that in and of themselves need to be defined and feared 
and treated as intrinsically pathological.

I would therefore propose to reframe Bion’s Basic Assumptions 
as core emotional response states that serve the group much 
as ego defense mechanisms serve the individual, and which 
are aroused in a group by the primal fears and frustrations 
that underlie the process of all work: work which entails the 
collision between the fantasies, wishes, fears, hopes and ideals 
and reality. In reality, reaching work goals means adjusting 
to reality demands, and struggling to work through the 
concomitant frustration, jealousies, competition, and other 
painful human social responses that working generates. At the 
group level, as at the individual level, a work culture requires 
that compatibility be developed between the system’s implicit 
and explicit goals.

Let us now return to Bennis and Shepard. Observing a 
consistent and predictable sequence of events in the T. Groups, 
they developed their Theory of Group Development (1956), 
using Sullivanian Interpersonal Theory and Bioǹ s constructs 
of dependency, flight-fight and pairing as their underlying 
framework. Bennis and Shepard divided group development 
into two discrete phases, separated by an important fulcrum 
event. The first phase was dominated by issues of power 
and control in which the group used all its energy to seduce 
the leader into being a good, nurturing protector of its 
dependency needs in order to defend it from the underlying 
chaos, and the primitive competitiveness that is aroused in the 
work life of the group. When this was frustrated, a flight-fight 
culture was precipitated in which spasmodic inter-member 
scapegoating finally coalesced into a ritualized attack upon 
the leader. When this attack is successful, the group resolves 
its conflict about good and evil by splitting, locating “evil” in 
the “bad” leader, and “good” in the group. This is called the 
barometric event in that after a successful confrontation of the 
leader, the group energy is freed from the absorbing struggle 
with the leader for power and control and is turned, instead, 
into issues of intimacy.

Just as in the first phase, where the manner in which the 
dependency and flight-fight phases are resolved is influenced 
by the balance of conformist (dependent) and rebellious 
(counterdependent) members, so in the second phase, the 
resolution of the issues in intimacy is influenced by the balance 
between counterpersonal and overpersonal members. The 
heavier the weighting of overpersonals, the more cohesively 
symbiotic the group will become and the stronger the 
enchantment myth that the group provides something close to 
heaven. The more the weighting of counterpersonals, the more 
the group cohesiveness will be tempered by paranoid-schizoid 
fears of loss of identity in the group, which finally precipitates 
the group into a phase of disenchantment that is close to hell.

The final phase of group development is reached through the 
hard work of learning to reality test, and it is this work that 
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leads to the final stage of consensual validation, in which 
the group develops a culture for work, with insight into the 
characteristic manifestations of its defensive dependency, 
flight-fight and pairing dynamics. Each group is unique in 
that the resolution of the conflict between dependent and 
counterdependent, between overpersonal and counterpersonal 
forces will be specific to the composition of the group, the 
responses of the leader and the vicissitudes in the group 
development. When a working consensual validation is 
reached, the therapy group has developed a therapeutic milieu 
in which the recurring developmental issues are triggered by 
current group events rather than by the developmental process 
itself. 

The most usual fixation points for groups led by those 
who are not familiar with the specific requirements of 
leadership of a developing group is the barometric event. The 
barometric event is the fulcrum event in which the group, by 
temporarily freeing itself from the bondage of its projections 
onto authority, can cross from a group culture dominated by 
power politics into a culture in which relationships based on 
intimacy can be explored, an essential step towards being 
able to use information as data, rather than in the service of 
power politics. This crossing requires understanding on the 
part of the group therapist. Serving the group by containing 
the projective identification of the group demon is not an 
easy task. It is, for example, very important that the therapist 
knows enough not to take it personally, which is hard on the 
self image, and not to retaliate, which is hard on the group. 
Because of the inescapable vicissitudes in the process of 
development, trauma and fixations in development apply 
to group development just as they apply to individual and 
social development. It is no coincidence that culturally our 
most salient issues are issues around authority. Therefore it is 
no coincidence that groups are often fixated, either at, or in 
regression from, the barometric event.

Issues with authority are not only fundamental to most of the 
therapeutic work that patients must do in group therapy, they 
are also fundamental to the work that group therapists must 
do if they are to use transference and countertransference 
experience as information for the performance of the task, 
and if they are not to act out their own authority issues in the 
organizational setting in which they work: clinics, hospitals, 
communities.

“Issues with authority are not 
only fundamental to most of the 
therapeutic work that patients 
must do in group therapy, they 
are also fundamental to the work 
that group therapists must do...”
The Tavistock Institute for Human Relations in England 
and the A.K. Rice Institute in the States offer weekend, five 
day, ten day and two week conferences on the relationship 

between authority, leadership and organization. The task is 
to explore individual issues around authority at the level of 
the individual, the small group and the organization. It is 
interesting that the definition of authority in these conferences 
is in terms of the ability to work, and all that implies about 
the relationship between the conscious intention to work on 
the task and the unconscious intention to defend against the 
primitive anxieties aroused by the task.

These conferences provide the opportunity to observe and 
experience the conflict between work goals and Basic 
Assumption goals in two settings. The first is in the context 
of a small study group and the second is in the context of an 
organization. The small group is made up of approximately 
twelve people with the goal of studying group dynamics. 
The staff member serves as a consultant to the group-
as-a-whole and at no time addresses an individual. The 
workshop design results in intense contextual pressure at 
both the individual and the group system level, which serves 
to intensify the manifestations of the Basic Assumption 
cultures. The workshop thus provides an excellent arena 
for the participant-observation of fight, flight, pairing 
and dependency dynamics. For group psychotherapists in 
particular, there is the opportunity to observe the similarity 
between the response of the conference members, as they 
attempt to get the consultant to gratify their dependency, 
to the attempts of group psychotherapy patients to get the 
therapist to provide their cure. These similar dynamics 
have implications that apply, not only to the management of 
psychotherapy groups, but also to mental health institutions, 
as will be developed below.

The second context is an inter-group event in which the 
membership is invited to learn about institutional dynamics 
by setting up an institution in which they can study issues 
of authority between groups. Three roles are available to the 
members: observer, delegate and plenipotentiary. The staff 
serve as a consultant group and work in a fish bowl format. 
The membership are free to observe the staff work and to 
request consultations from them on their work.

As can be expected, when one predicts from the knowledge 
of the relationship between the Basic Assumption culture 
and work, in the intergroup exercise the formation of groups, 
allocation of roles, and interchanges with the staff, is expressed 
in Dependency, Flight-Fight and Pairing, rather than in the 
behavioral requirements of the task. And again there is a 
parallel between the behavior in the inter-group event of the 
Tavistock conference, and the patient in group psychotherapy 
who “depends” upon the therapist to magically cure under the 
guise of work.

Thus, there is an isomorphy (a similarity of structure and 
function) between: the Basic Assumption and work goals 
in the institution, the small group and the individual. These 
authority conflicts tend to be typical, for the individual 
conference member, of personal difficulties in their own 
institution, in their own small groups, and within themselves. 
For this reason, Tavistock conferences serve as a particularly 
good training ground for group psychotherapists.
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Group-As-A-Whole Theory
Coming from the framework of psychoanalysis, with 
its concentrated focus on individual dynamics, to group 
dynamics and group-as-a-whole thinking, it was of the 
utmost importance to me to be able to understand the 
difference between interpretations that led to individual 
insight from interpretations that led to insight at the level 
of the group-as-a-whole, even though I had but the haziest 
idea (as indeed had anyone in l961!) exactly what that 
meant. Of one thing, however, I was certain. If insight into 
unconscious dynamics freed people from the compulsion 
to helplessly repeat destructive behavior, then it was of the 
utmost importance to know how to help groups gain insight 
into unconscious group dynamics, and thus gain some control 
over group destructive behavior. In the service of this task, for 
the past twenty-five years I have worked to define two discrete 
but complementary definitions for group, one in terms 
of individual system dynamics and one in terms of group 
dynamics. This I present below. Much to my surprise (and 
delight) when I related my formulation to other group theories 
in the field, I found that they also fit a hierarchical model, 
starting with psychodynamic intrapersonal theories, through 
interpersonal to group-as-a-whole theory. In a sense then, I 
had inadvertently also developed a classification system for 
theories in the group field.

The advantage of the isomorphic principle of General Systems 
Theory (Bertalanffy, l969) is that it requires system definitions 
be made in terms of the functions and structures that they 
have in common. Thus what one learns about one system 
in a hierarchy can be applied to understanding others in the 
hierarchy, both when they are equivalent and when they are 
different. Thus, what one understands about the system of 
the individual will help us to learn about the system of group, 
and vice versa. Thus perspectives that first appear to be 
contradictory turn out to be simply complementary.

For example, the dynamics of Bion’s Basic Assumption of 
dependency at the group-as-a-whole level also exists in the 
dependency dynamics at the individual person level. Bennis 
and Shepard’s identification of the roles that dependent 
compliance and counterdependent rebellion play in group 
development can be seen both at the group level, where 
sub-groups perform group roles in the service of the group 
dynamics, as well as in individual member-roles which serve 
the person’s dynamics.

In the pages that follow I present a way of looking at 
groups from two perspectives, which I called the theory of 
the Invisible Group, (1981) and show how this theoretical 
framework applies practically to making interventions in 
groups, and what difference group level interventions can 
make to the potential outcome of central group issues, like 
scapegoating.

End of excerpt. Yvonne goes on to describe her first theory of 
group: The Theory of the Invisible Group: “...a way of looking 
at groups from two perspectives...” See full article at Good 
Enough Press, www.systemcentered.com

.

Author’s Comment
In this and other papers from this period Yvonne was doing 
an enormous amount of work to explore and integrate the 
work of many theoreticians and practitioners in group work, 
systems theory and social theory. For those interested in 
deeper exploration you might also like to look at “The Invisible 
group: an Integrational Theory of Group-as-a-Whole”, which 
she delivered to the Institute of Group Analysis 12th Annual 
Foulkes lecture in London 1988 (Agazarian, 1989). In the 
current paper she refers to Lewinian field theory but does 
not, in this context, elaborate the essential contributions of 
Kurt Lewin’s work to her own conceptualizations. Readers 
who find these early papers valuable will find another paper 
delivered in the period between these two valuable: “Force 
Field Analysis and Implicit Group Goals” (Agazarian, 1988).

Systems-Centered Leadership
The second paper we have included was written for a workshop 
in Newark New Jersey in 1992. It is striking in its contrast with 
the first excerpt, just a few years earlier. In this second paper 
a Theory of Living Human Systems and systems-centered 
practice land with no compromise. The body of the paper itself 
is in effect a manual of how to build a systems-centered group, 
with the bulk of the theory and operational definitions in the 
appendices that make up two thirds of the paper. Here we only 
include the first part and urge those who want to delve more 
deeply to read and explore the appendices, a rich summary 
of the state of the theory at the time. Subgrouping (note 
the “functional” has not yet been added) arrives practically 
fully formed as a method for discriminating and integrating 
information. She gives detailed operational definitions of 
the theory and describes fundamental methods. There are 
no explicit references to the work of others that she has 
integrated to get to this point, yet knowing how much she has 
acknowledged her enormous debt to the field in other writings, 
this paper illustrates one of her resources: the capacity to 
simply step over the edge (she would probably call this her 
deviant role!). Systems-centered methods dropped a boulder 
into the pond of group and system dynamics, and Yvonne 
was prepared to work with the turbulence, even the waves, 
that this difference would create. My apprehensive guess is 
that she felt little choice, realizing she could not continue to 
run groups in the way that she believed left people with too 
much of the pain of personalization, a massive restraining 
force to change. In SCT she had developed and built on a 
solid and comprehensive “living” theory she hypothesized 
would be a guide to working with group and individual 
dynamics and to isomorphically free energy for development 
and transformation of both simultaneously. The rest has been 
testing, refining and extending.

We have left the references to the appendices in this excerpt. 
Those interested in more detail are encouraged to read the full 
version, available through the SCTRI website.
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Orientation to Systems-Centered Leadership 
in the Group-as-a-Whole (1991)

by  Yvonne  M. Agazarian

“Orientation to Systems-centered Leadership in the Group-as-a-Whole”. 
Written for the Systems-centered Workshop, Newark, May, 1991. Intended 
for psychotherapy group leaders who wish to apply systems-centered 
thinking to their leadership in the group-as-a-whole: 1. attending to 
boundaries in space and time, 2. group goals, 3. sub-groups, 4. the nature 
of the communication transactions with and between the systems and 
sub-systems of the group. The first part summarizes the systems-centered 
leadership tasks. Part two amplifies each section. Application of the Force 
Field to the diagnosis of group-as-a-whole problems is included. This 
Paper is a re-written version of “Four Guidelines to Systems-centered 
Leadership”: paper written for the Systems-centered Workshop, Newark, 
September, 1990.”

Overview
This paper is organized in two parts. The first part speaks 
to the four systems-centered leadership tasks, 1. To monitor 
group boundaries, 2. To keep group goals in focus in the 
context of space and time, 3. To keep sub-groups conscious 
and to 4. To enable communications across boundaries. The 
second part is written for those of you who are interested in 
theory.

Part two presents an overview of systems-centered theory 
and its application to systems- centered leadership in 
the group-as-a-whole. This is presented in the form of 
Appendices, which amplify the sections that are outlined in 
this paper. For example, the hypothesis underlying systems- 
centered leadership is that the group-as-a-whole, the sub-
groups and the individual members are all hierarchically 
related systems which have mirroring structure, function 
and dynamics. (System Isomorphy Appendix 1). Another 
important assumption is that is system development (like the 
development of the individual member systems, as well as 
the group-as-a-whole and sub-group systems, occur through 
the process of discriminating and integrating information.
(Dynamic Principles Appendix 2). It is therefore 
postulated that the basic responsibility of the systems-
centered leader is to influence the structural development of 
the group (Structure Appendix 3) which will thus influence 
the function at all system levels: the level of the group-as-a-
whole; the level of the sub-groups; the level of the members; 
as well as within the different sub-systems in the individual 
leader! (Function Appendix 4).

The Purpose Of Developing A Systems-
Centered Group
When group reality is frustrating, the frustration generates 
tension, anxiety and rage.

Containing frustration is necessary if the conflictual elements 
of group reality are to be identified and addressed rather than 
acted out or acted in.

The purpose of a systems-centered group is to keep both 
group and individual conflicts contained within the “system” 
of group-as-a-whole or sub-group structures, so that the 

group-as-a- whole can learn how to resolve conflicts, rather 
than relying on the individual members - who will tend to 
respond to conflict in old, repetitive, defensive or stereotypic 
ways.

Sub-grouping requires members to by-pass ambivalence and 
to join one side or another of the conflict.

With opposing sub-groups containing and exploring both 
sides of the issue, the group-as-a- whole and its members 
do not have to tie up energy defensively or discharge it into 
the environment. And when the group is ready to cross the 
boundaries between fantasies, wishes,  fears,  and actuality - 
it has the energy it needs to do its work.

Working Groups Are Groups That Work!
Systems-centered therapists teach groups to work as a system. 
As the system develops, so the group learns how to separate 
symptoms from problems, how to identify the particular 
defenses which prevent them from solving their problems and 
how to work together to solve their problems.

Systems-centered therapy groups work together to develop a 
working group system with clear boundaries and goals. 
By developing a working system first, in which no person 
works alone, and every person has the support of their 
subgroup, working at therapy is not always so hard.

This paper is intended to serve as an orientation to 
psychotherapy group leaders who wish to apply systems-
centered thinking to their leadership in the group-as-a-whole: 
attending to boundaries in space and time, group goals, sub-
groups and the nature of the communication transactions 
within and between the systems and sub-systems of the group.

System Boundaries
Inside the boundaries in space and time, group systems 

appear. 
Outside the boundaries in space and time, group systems 

disappear.

boundaries define the difference  
between outside and inside 

between the past and the present and the future  
between the wishes and fears and the living reality between 

realities that change 
and realities that don’ t.

boundaries are the difference that makes the difference 
between the different demands 

of different times 
of different places 
of different roles 

and the different paths to different goals.
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System boundaries define its existence in its environment. 
(Appendix 5) A system has boundaries in space and time. 
Space boundaries mark the threshold between the system 
inside and outside. Time boundaries differentiate between its 
past, present and the future. The state of the group boundaries 
determine the energy that is contained within the group for 
the work the group needs to do to reach its goals.

1. Monitoring system Boundaries:

Both the individual and the group have boundaries that 
separate them from other individuals and other groups in time 
and space. Both individual and group boundaries open and 
close to information - and whether they open or close depends 
upon how easily the information fits with how the system’ 
s store of information is currently organized. How each 
group and individual system develops is determined by how 
information crosses the boundary and how it is organized. 
(This is quite different from “what” is being said.)

“Monitoring” group boundaries means that the systems-
centered group leader will need to develop his perception 
of them ... be able to “keep an eye” on what kinds of 
communication is happening where, and what those 
communications mean at all levels of the group: in other 
words, “to monitor the permeability of boundaries of all 
systems and sub-systems in the hierarchy”.

This is important, because the energy available for group work 
is directly related to the condition of the group boundaries.

2. BOUNDARIES IN SPACE AND TIME

Make sure your group knows where and when to meet.

The state of the group boundaries determine the energy that 
is contained within the group for the work the group needs to 
do to reach its goals.

 a. SPACE BOUNDARIES (Appendix 6)

 Where!

  There is no group until it gets there - geographically and 
psychologically. It is important that all members know 
where the group is meeting and to be there - both physically 
and psychologically.

  i. SPACE BOUNDARIES: OUTSIDE TO INSIDE

  Here! 

   Your first job is to get the energy contained within the 
group-as-a-whole system - crossing the boundaries from 
outside to inside. The clearer the group is about how to 
bring its outside experience into the group, rather than 
take flight into outside experience, the more relevant 
information and energy is available to reach the group 
goals.

  ii. SPACE BOUNDARIES: INACCESSIBLE TO  
  ACCESSIBLE

  How!

   Does personal information belong in the group or inside 

oneself? Another leader challenge!  - to reverse the 
personal tendency to withhold risky information that 
comes to mind in response to the group process - and 
to develop a norm in which the judgment as to whether 
information is useful data or not for group problem-
solving belongs to the group - not the individual! The 
group cannot use information unless it is accessible.

   It is helpful to draw group members’ attention to 
an ignored fact of group life - that from the group 
perspective, no single member can take responsibility 
for how the group reacts to what  a  member says. If 
one stops and thinks, everyone has had the experience 
that one can say something one time and be completely 
ignored, and say the  same thing another time and be 
heard!    The message is the same but the group is 
different!

   The other half of this way of orienting group members 
is to  point out that every member has absolute 
responsibility for the effect on the group work of what 
they withhold from the group!

 b.  TIME BOUNDARIES (Appendix 7)

 When!

  The group that is clear about its starting and stopping 
times can do their work in real world time and not be too 
distracted by fantasies that time is forever.

  i. CROSSING FROM THE PAST AND FUTURE  
  INTO THE PRESENT.

  Now!

   Your leader job is to reverse a general tendency to cross 
the boundaries into the past or the future as a retreat 
from the problems in the present of the group.

   The clearer the group becomes about using personal past 
and the present and the future as a source of information 
that is relevant to the work at hand, the more the group 
can put its past experience and future predictions to 
good use.

 c. ROLE BOUNDARIES. (Appendix 8)

  Your job is to help group member’s not to take their group 
roles personally!

  Every member does better if he can understand his group 
role impersonally and observe his behavior as it serves a 
function for the group-as-a-whole - and how it relates to 
the goals. It is important to help your group learn early 
that the role one thinks one is playing and they way that 
the group is using the role is rarely the same. Group 
role’ s play a containing function for the group - and the 
hero or the villain leader, the scapegoat or the identified 
patient are all ways that a system “stores” information in a 
sub-system until the system-as-a-whole can integrate it. 
Thus the hero leader today is tomorrow’s villain - and today’ 
s scapegoat is tomorrow’ s pathfinder.
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2. KEEP THE GROUP GOALS IN FOCUS: (Appendix 9)

Boundaries make a group.

Boundaries contain the work energy in the group.

Clear group goals serve as a light in  the dark 

so that a group knows which direction to go.

Where to!

Goals are Primary and Secondary; Explicit and Implicit.

Keep reminding the group what its goal is. The group cannot 
work in the direction of its explicit goal if it doesn’t keep it 
in mind. Goals orient the direction of the group energy. The 
group energy is always related to two kinds of goals:

  i. PRIMARY GOALS

   Primary group goals are Internal system goals that 
relate to the survival and the development of the group.

   When you help the group to maintain its boundaries (in 
space and time) you give the group healthy guidelines 
for both survival and development.

  ii. SECONDARY GOALS

   Secondary goals are the External System goals that 
relate to the solving of the problems in mastering its 
environment.

   Every system in the group - like the sub-groups and 
members and the group-as-a-whole and you - have 
different problems to solve in route to their external 
goals.

  iii. EXPLICIT GOALS

   Explicit goals are goals that are explicit: the goals that 
are stated for the system, or the goals the system says 
it has! Explicit goals are not always the same as the 
implicit goal - the goal that is implied by the way the 
system behaves.

  iv. IMPLICIT GOALS

   Keep an eye on implicit goal behavior. If what the group 
is doing goes in the opposite direction to what the group 
is meant to be doing, the group will only have whatever 
energy it can spare from its implicit goal to do its work 
on its explicit goal.

   When you see a group saying one thing and doing 
another, point it out to the group and ask what it will 
cost the group to move away from its explicit goal - and 
whether it is worth it. (Remember, it may be!)

3. SUB-GROUPS (Appendix 10)

Asking “why are you saying that?”  
or

“tell me more about that!”  
is a little like 

giving another member’ s boat a push out to sea.

Saying “I’m in your sub-group”  
is like 

an encouraging wave from the shore.

Working as a member of your sub-group  
is more than  

pushing another member’s boat out to sea  
or  

waving encouragingly from the shore.

Working in a sub-group  
is getting into the boat  

and rowing too!

Some Advantages Of Sub-Grouping:
No member needs to work alone.  No member needs to take 
things personally. When one member gets stuck, another 
subgroup member takes the next step in problem solving and 
when the stuck member is ready, he can join the subgroup 
work again. Every step a member takes is for himself - for his 
subgroup - and for the group-as-a-whole.

 a. KEEP THE GROUP-AS-A-WHOLE AWARE OF ITS  
 SUB-GROUPS

  Sub-groups come together around similarities. Sub-group 
support encourages sub-group members to give information 
in a non-ambiguous, clear and audible voice, and to deepen 
the experience that they are sub-grouping around.

  Sub-groups separate on differences - sub-group dialogues 
exchange contradictory information across boundaries, 
process and integrate it.

 b. KEEP INDIVIDUALS AWARE OF THEIR SUB- 
 GROUP MEMBERSHIP

  Individuals can belong to more than one sub-group at the 
same time. This can be confusing and individuals may want 
to simplify their inner experience by being loyal to one at 
the expense of the other.

  Keep members aware of their sub-group memberships. 
Encourage them to contain the conflict of belonging to 
more than one sub-group so that they can get the full benefit 
of their membership in each one.

 c. KEEP SUB-GROUPS AWARE THAT THEIR JOB IS  
 TO JOIN THEIR MEMBERS!

  Orient people to the responsibility of publicly owning their 
sub-groups.

  Acknowledging “joining” a sub-group is the first step to 
working in it.

Help sub-groups become aware that the work of sub-grouping 
is to build on what others of their sub-group members say, by 
sharing what is similar in their own resonating experience, 
and thus deepened the exploration of the issue that is at the 
heart of the sub-group. Avoid the emphasis of differences 
(which keeps people “safe and separate” from the impact of 
the resonance).
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By encouraging sub-grouping around the differences in the 
group, differences are contained and explored first, before 
there is an attempt to resolve them superficially, or  to fight 
over them instead. Subgroups contain for the group the 
conflicts in the group, by containing the splits while the 
group-as-a-whole develops methods of integrating them.

4. COMMUNICATION (Appendix 11)

  a. KEEP THE BOUNDARIES OF THE GROUP 
SYSTEMS PERMEABLE TO INFORMATION

  Every system, at every level in the group, stores information 
that is useful to its goals. Information is only available to 
the system when the boundaries are permeable.

 b. The language of leadership:

Tactical Defenses: 
airs and graces, the listening look, 

the deflecting question. 
and the ritual:

good morning how are you the weather  
is fine did you hear about so and 
so thanks for a wonderful  time.

Bypass Defenses: 
better the defeat in the past 

than the unresolved fight in the present  
better the shadow world of the paper-tiger  

than the unexplored jungle of now

Characteristic Defenses:  
repeating now what happened before  
is a skilful way of creating the reality 

that one least wants to live  in 
but has survived once and can survive again

Unconscious Defenses: 
the difference that makes the difference  

in the unknown chaos of the group 
that make sense in strange and mysterious ways.

You can help keep those boundaries permeable by modelling 
descriptive, data- oriented, non-opinionated and non super-
ego language. This helps to build a climate of support and 
acceptance that discourages the tendency that all groups 
have to close their system boundaries to defend against the 
criticism they expect.

Descriptive language encourages autonomy. Judgmental 
language encourages compliance and defiance. Questioning 
motives raises doubt and guilt.

Observation Instruments and data organizing models are 
useful methods for getting oneself corrective feedback on 
one’ s own  leadership behavior. The SAVI, a system for 
analyzing verbal interaction (Appendix 12,) can also be used 
to research the isomorphic character of communication for 
systems in the same hierarchy as well as to train therapists 
to recognize different patterns of communication and assess 
their potential for solving the problems in relationship to the 
goals. The Force Field is adapted from Lewin’ s Field Theory. 

It is a simple instrument for analyzing complex group data 
and organizing it so that the balance (the state of system 
quasi-equilibrium) is illustrated and the system goals can be 
inferred. (Appendix 13)

5. CONTEXT (Appendix 15)

The phases of development of a systems-centered group 
are the context in which individual developmental issues 

are revisited and re-mastered.

First Phase

two sub-groups balance the power and control  
a flight into pleasing compliance 

a fight in rebellious defiance  
fear of a murderous rage 

and the wish for a  magical cure.

Second Phase

Two subgroups balance closeness  
too far for some - too close for others 

enchantment and disappointment suspicion, alienation, 
despair, 

and the emptiness of being together alone!

Third Phase

the containment; 
the inner life of the love, the hate  
and the many thresholds of reality  

and calling a spade a spade.

With opposing sub-groups containing conflicts 
and exploring both sides of every issue  

the group-as-a-whole 
does not bind work energy defensively  

or discharge energy into the environment, 
but works to cross the boundaries  

between fantasy, wishes, fears 
and the here-and-now actuality of the hard work  

in reaching therapeutic goals

End of excerpt. Article in its entirety can be found at Good 
Enough Press, www.systemcentered.com

.
On the Edge of the Unknown
It is striking in reading and rereading these and other papers  
how many of her ideas were already present in that early work. 
She must indeed have discerned a living object of complex 
beauty that held her attention, demanded definition and 
drove her exploratory curiosity most of her life. Knowing 
from personal interactions how excited and frustrated she 
would get when something did not fit and she had to start 
and revise the theory yet again, evokes both a deep empathy 
and respect. She had no choice. She worked with the same 
rigour to the very ending of her life, making operational 
definitions, testing them against theory, observing, applying 
and revising if the evidence did not support them. Her last 
paper, published in Systems-Centered News in  2018,  “The 
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Nuts and Bolts of Systems-Centered Practice”, revisits the 
foundations of A Theory of Living Human Systems and how 
these are fundamental to the practice of SCT. Each one a nut 
or a bolt and yet together, so the theory hypothesizes, they are 
both essential and sufficient to build and describe all living 
human systems.

What she has given us is A Theory of Living Human Systems 
and its systems-centered applications. More than this she 
has also given us the tools and the building blocks for those 
who choose the fork in the road to apply their life energy, to 
keep exploring, discovering and building on the edge of he 
unknown. 

A More Personal Reflection
It was the year after the second paper in 1992 that I first met 
Yvonne in York in the UK – at the time I was too caught up in my 
self centered system to remember much about that encounter, 
but like with so many others she caught me at an apprehensive 
level. When I went back to the second York SCT training week 
a couple of years later and as I heard and saw that complex 
and beautiful living object as she presented her theory, I felt 
the apprehensive sense (like many others) of something that 

“I knew.” This gave me the hope of organising my own chaos, 
starting as the first similarities began to coalesce and finally I 
could begin to see some sense.

Poignantly the last time I saw Yvonne was in York and as 
I cycled home along the river I had a deep apprehensive 
experience of what she had connected me to in our exploration 
of chaos and annihilation. The best words I can so far find are 
the following poem:

On the edge of the abyss
Standing on the edge of the abyss

Nothing behind 
Nothing in front 
Nothing up or down 
Only being

All that was is no longer 
All to come will never be

Staring into 
The Darkest Black 
The Brightest White

The most terrifying chaos 
The most exquisite connectedness

All 
and  
Nothing

End of despair 
End of hope

The place where we are nothing and everything 
The point at which we are everything and nothing

All knowing without knowledge

And all this is merely a frame for a picture we cannot 
describe

Yet it is (y)our human nature never to give up the yearning to 
describe and  
To know what emerges from that of which we are only and 
forever a part 

No hello 
No goodbye 
Only being 
At the infinitesimal point between what has been and what is 
not
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A Living Legacy of Yvonne Agazarian: The 
Systems-Centered Training and Research 
Institute (SCTRI) and the SCT Training Program
Claudia Byram and Jon McCormick
claudiabyram@gmail.com & jlmccormick@msn.com

The Systems-Centered Training organization was from its very 
beginning testing a hypothesis. The question was simple: 
could an organization that used the systems-centered theory 
and methods to organize itself survive, develop and transform? 
Could it continue to change, managing the human dynamics 
of both splitting and of rigidifying that often emerge as 
organizations develop? The test goes on, and will for the life 
of the organization.

Yvonne was a charismatic person and a very talented clinician, 
but she was also the consummate action researcher. For her, 
the organization and the training program were an ongoing 
experiment that constantly and necessarily informed and 
corrected the theory and its application while doing the work 
itself. This is an essential and enduring part of training in SCT, 
the Theory of Living Human Systems, and a primary function 
of The Systems-Centered Training and Research institute, as 
each continues to evolve, to survive, develop and transform 
and mutually inform one another. Her legacy thrives in the 
ongoing development of theory, research and training, and in 
the organization that has developed to support these functions.

“Theory, she stressed repeatedly, did 
not belong to any one person...”
A Little Background
Much of Yvonne’s early work was through training groups, 
similar in some ways to the tradition of T-groups of the 1960’s, 
whose members learned from the study of their own process. 
She introduced the observations of Bennis and Shepard, their 
staging of spontaneous group development. She emerged 
ways of influencing this development so each intervention 
supported resolving the central developmental conflict of 
the phase as well as preparing the group for the next phase. 
She, with her trainees, was framing the methods and skills 
that eventually became SCT. Yvonne looked to us to learn and 
apply the skills, first with ourselves and then, with increased 
skillfulness, with others. She stressed that what she did, 
and what we strived to learn, was based on theory: “theory 
driven” she would say, not just personal talent, no matter how 
charismatic. Theory, she stressed repeatedly, did not belong 
to any one person: it was constantly developing with the 
contributions of all members, from whom data were constantly 
providing self-correction. These skills and processes have over 
the years, with her insistence, been taken out of Yvonne the 

person and inculcated in each of us, in our training and in the 
organization.

“Yvonne looked to us to learn and 
apply the skills, first with ourselves 
and then, with increased skillfulness, 
with others.” 
The Emerging Organization
An ongoing training cohort grew out of a series of workshops 
offered in Newark, New Jersey (convenient to both Philadelphia 
and New York) in 1990-1992, then moved to Philadelphia in 
1993. In the next few years, Yvonne challenged this cohort 
group to develop structure so that SCT would have legs to carry 
it into the future. Were we going to develop an organization? 
One that would hold the values, theory and, practice? Were we 
willing to do the work? The result was that in 1995 SCTRI was 
established under the umbrella of a not-for-profit organization, 
Resources for Human Development (RHD), which housed 
fledgling public service groups. The training cohort became 
the original Management Group, meeting twice a year. The 
group worked for two days as a process group, identifying 
and reducing restraining forces for taking up functional roles 
in the Management Group, followed by two days as a task 
group. As the group encountered the challenges inherent in 
organizing it also regularly explored ending the experiment 

– there was no “have-to.” If we did not want to confront 
the inherent restraining forces that bind life force energy, 
including despair, annihilation, competition, hatred, role 
locks, etc., we could disband as an organization. We never did, 
and the organization continued to “be.”

Along the way the group hired Ken Eisold, an organizational 
consultant, to consult to the task work. At some point Ken 
offered us a new challenge: developing bylaws as a step to 
becoming an independent not-for-profit. This meant Officers! 
And Hierarchy! The group’s anxiety and resistance soared! 
Eventually we took on the challenge, finding ways to frame 
our emergent organizational processes that provided an 
interface with the larger bureaucratic world of by-laws and 
government requirements for not-for-profits while maintaining 
the essential heart of SCT. For example, our bylaws are 
specific that decisions of the Board of Directors are made by 
consensus emerging from functional subgrouping, rather then 
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by vote. We left the RHD umbrella and formed ourselves as an 
independent non-profit. 

In 2002 SCTRI negotiated what is often a perilous passage for 
new organizations: transitioning from the founder, Yvonne, 
as the Director to a new Director: Susan Gantt. Yvonne left the 
Board of Directors, becoming a member of the organization 
and freeing her energy for writing, presenting and training. 
Then just this past winter Susan moved out of the Director 
role and into a new role: Chair of the Board of SCTRI. Again, 
freeing her resources for writing and trainings that make 
SCT available to the larger professional world. Our previous 
Associate Director, Mike Maher stepped into the Director role - 
a third generation of organizational leadership in the context 
of the continuing experiment.

The major work of the organization has been the ongoing 
development of a sequence of training resources for people 
who are interested in SCT and want to develop skill in the 
method. All along this program has developed organically, 
with the principle of building the structure where the path 
has been worn, that is, following the energy of the emerging 
training needs. The SCT training program continues to develop, 
and has the goal of supporting members, whatever their 
interest and energy, in their own learning goals and helping 
identify next steps and pathways to those goals. Training 
opportunities now exist internationally and have evolved 
in both clinical and organizational directions, facilitated by 
local practitioners who represent the latest developments in 
theory and its application. According the Theory of Living 
Human Systems this is an indicator of organizational health 
and development: differentiation and integration with greater 
complexity.

As with any method, SCT faces two threats to maintaining its 
values and integrity: drift and rigidity. Drift is the slow pull 
of the “regression to the mean” – away from what is different 
to what is familiar. Rigidity emerges as what’s vital and alive 
becomes codified into set processes, rules or checklists. The 
SCT trademark and the ongoing licensing and re-licensing 
of SCT Practitioners are an ongoing experiment in a self-
correcting process designed to reduce the restraining forces 
of drift and rigidity while surfacing leading edges of system 
development: challenging us all to take up our integrity and 
authority as we bring SCT into the larger world.

We are in yet another transition at the moment, a watershed 
for any new organization: the death of the founder. With the 
loss of Yvonne, maintaining the spirit, the values and the 
emergent quality of the Theory of Living Human Systems and 
its systems-centered practice falls to all the members of the 
organization. The experiment goes on.

SCTRI’S Organizational Roles
SCTRI in a Nutshell

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

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

Chair of the Board: Responsible for how SCT crosses the 
boundary to the larger world; holds authority, responsibility 
and accountability for trademarks and copyrights; provides 
leadership to the Board of Directors.

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

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

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

Systems-Centered Training Program
SCT Training Overview

The SCT training curriculum offers training opportunities at the 
four levels described below, as well as specialty training in SAVI 
(a communications model) and in applying SCT to particular 
contexts (e.g., organizations, psychotherapy). Every level of 
training includes: Experiential Learning and Membership 
Development; Theoretical Understanding and Knowledge; Skill 
Development; Observation and Research.

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

Exploring SCT: For Curious People

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

Foundation Training: Learning SCT

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

• 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 forms the basis 
for applying SCT with others. 

Making this shift signals members’ intention to make SCT a 
major orientation in their work. Intermediate level work is 
the base from which members becomes eligible to apply for 
licensing as an SCT Practitioner, if that is their goal. 

Intermediate training includes: Intermediate Skills Training, 
Intermediate Mentor Training, and the Authority Issue Group. 
Intermediate members work in a Theory group, Consultation 
and their ongoing training groups. Members interested in 
applying SCT in organizational or task-focused contexts get 
practice by joining an SCTRI work group to develop skill in 
applying their SCT skills in the service of task goals.

Advanced Training: Continuing Development

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

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

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

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

• 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.

.
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permission of the publisher. Published online: 24 Jan 2018

Yvonne Agazarian developed a theory of living human 
systems and its systems-centered therapy and training (SCT) 
(Agazarian, 1997). As Anne Alonso wrote on the back cover of 
Yvonne’s 2006 book: 

“Dr. Agazarian has done what few of us have dared. She 
has developed, watered, weeded and grown her own 
theory of systems and groups, and woven her work into a 
broad-based training environment that spans the globe…. 
We could ask for no better gift to the Academy, or for all of 
us trying to know and help people in groups.” 

Yvonne’s seminal work has been anchored in the field of group 
psychotherapy yet it has far-reaching implications that go 
beyond group per se to a theory that helps us work with our 
common humanity. Her theory can be applied to any living 
human system as small as a person, a couple, a family, a 
therapy group, a work group or team, a whole organization 
or even as big as a nation. The heart of her theory posits that 
discriminating and integrating differences is the major change 
process by which all living human systems survive, develop 
and transform.

Formative Experiences
Not surprisingly, managing differences was important from 
the very beginning of Yvonne’s life: she grew up in London 
with an Armenian father and a French mother. She was the 
youngest of six children; her sister and her four brothers were 
10, 12, 13, 14, and 15 years older than she. She adored her older 
siblings, who both doted on her and helped care for her. As 
she described it:

At home I played a lot with my soldiers. They came 
together in different formations, climbed the ridges of 
the carpet and slipped quietly through the valleys. It 
was by organizing my soldiers that I first acquired an 
understanding of the group-as-a-whole—in which the 
fate of the individual depended not so much on their own 
heroism (of which my individual soldiers had plenty) but 
on being part of a successful group. On red-letter days one 
or other of “the boys” [her brothers] would climb over my 
nursery gate and give me lessons on strategy. (Agazarian 
& Gantt, 2000, p. 12)

At age seven, Yvonne started at a Jesuit boarding school, 
the Convent of the Sacred Heart at Roehampton, where she 

remained until she left school at age 17. While the experience 
was very challenging, she valued the Jesuit emphasis on 
discipline and questioning. 

Yvonne was 10 when World War II started and it had a big 
impact on her life. She was at her family’s home in London 
during school breaks for many of the bombing raids and lost 
two of her brothers in the war, one a Royal Air Force pilot 
downed in Egypt and one an undercover operative in France 
who was captured, tortured and then executed in a prison 
camp on the day of the Armistice. Her father also died during 
the war while abroad in the US hoping to develop business 
opportunities for his sons after the war. After the war ended, 
she moved to Canada to attend university, studying English 
and philosophy. She supported herself working as a nurse at a 
mental hospital and later as a cook in a logging camp, where 
she met her husband and became pregnant with her son, 
before leaving her husband and returning to England to work. 
In 1960 Yvonne moved to Philadelphia to find better resources 
for her son, Jack, who was born blind.

Launching her Career
Yvonne settled in Philadelphia, earned her doctoral degree 
at Temple University in group dynamics and qualified at the 
Psychoanalytic Studies Institute. While at Temple, Yvonne 
would complain to her dissertation adviser, Dave Jenkins, about 
the lack of a common language between group dynamics and 
psychoanalysis. Dave challenged Yvonne to develop a theory 
that did just that. Dave had studied with Kurt Lewin and he 
taught her Lewin and how to think clearly from constructs 
to operational definitions. Though she envisioned this as a 
short-term project, it ended up propelling her along the path 
of her life’s work, i.e., building a theoretical framework that 
enables observation of individuals and groups from the same 
perspective and using a common language to describe both. 
This goal ultimately led her to a deep interest in systems 
theory which she first explored in 1981 in her seminal text, The 
Visible and Invisible Group, co-authored with Richard Peters. 
In his introduction of Yvonne in a 2017 open session at the 
American Group Psychotherapy Association (AGPA) annual 
meeting, Les Greene referred to this book as a “WOW” and “an 
intriguing, creative, articulate, and complicated integration of 
social psychology, group dynamics and group psychotherapy 
from a psychoanalytic perspective.” This book was followed 
in 1997 by her comprehensive text, Systems-Centered Therapy 
for Groups and five other books as well as numerous articles.

Yvonne loved the world of theory and was a brilliant 
theoretician. Unlike some theoreticians, she was also an 
uncommonly skilled clinician and group leader. She founded 
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the Systems-Centered Training and Research Institute in 1995, 
still an important training institute for those learning SCT. She 
worked as a therapist, consultant and trainer in Philadelphia 
up to the time of her death and has trained thousands world-
wide in the practice of SCT. She was a clinical professor in the 
Adelphi Post-Doctoral Group Psychotherapy Program, trained 
residents at Friends Hospital, was on the Board of the Delaware 
Valley Group Psychotherapy Association, and served ten 
years on the Board of the International Association of Group 
Psychotherapy. She gave presentations and seminars on the 
systems-centered approach nationally and internationally. 
She received the Group Psychologist of the Year award from 
Division 49 of the American Psychological Association in 1997: 

“For her involvement in research, publication, teaching 
and training. She exemplifies the finest in scholarship 
in the discipline of psychology. As a group psychologist, 
she has contributed to expanding our knowledge of the 
boundaries between clinical and social psychology with 
the investigation of living human systems and systems-
centered group and individual therapy. Her considerable 
body of work illustrates the highest blend of creativity 
and learning.”

Yvonne and the American Group 
Psychotherapy Association (AGPA)
Yvonne’s interest in general systems theory strengthened after 
she attended an AGPA institute on systems given by Helen 
Durkin and Don Brown in the late 1970s. Shortly after, she was 
excited to be invited by Helen Durkin to join the AGPA General 
Systems Theory (GST) Committee. When this committee 
disbanded in 1990, Yvonne committed to carry forward the 
work of applying GST to group therapy and of developing her 
comprehensive theory of living human systems.

Yvonne is well known to many in AGPA; in my memory, she 
only twice missed an Annual Meeting since first attending 
in the 1970s. She was a much sought after presenter at these 
meetings, led two special institutes, was an institute plenary 
speaker, and a vocal and vital presence in AGPA’s large 
group for many years. A few months before she died, she was 
suggesting to me that we approach AGPA about co-leading the 
large group from a systems-centered perspective at the next 
AGPA conference. Her vision for large group was that it should 
be the nexus for community exploration and transformation, 
always dear to her heart and central in her systemic thinking. 
In fact, I feel safe in saying that she would conceptualize 
AGPA’s large group as a subgroup of AGPA and potentially, a 
subgroup influencing the larger system norms of AGPA. In 
her last large group at AGPA in March 2017, she worked hard 
as a group member to interrupt the impulse in the group to 
split and blame a presenter for his enactment of splitting in 
his open session. This was clearly a systemic dynamic as the 
splitting and scapegoating in the large group represented 
another iteration of the presenter’s enactment of the dynamic. 
Instead, she pushed herself and the group to find its own 
version of the pull to split and scapegoat so that we could 
explore this dynamic, putting into practice her theoretical 
hypothesis that exploring dynamics weakens the inevitable 

human tendency to act out.

AGPA has been an essential community for Yvonne, and she 
was profoundly grateful to AGPA for giving her a context 
over many years in which she could test out her developing 
theory and practice. Staying true to wherever her theory led 
her meant that Yvonne also introduced her many theoretical 
differences that diverged sharply from what at that time 
was a prevailing emphasis in AGPA on either interpersonal 
or psychodynamic group therapy. She well understood the 
challenge of introducing differences knowing that human 
systems close their boundaries to differences that are too 
different to easily integrate and she valued AGPA and her 
relationships there deeply. Two of her presentations at AGPA 
illustrate what she called her “trials by fire.” 

The first was when Yvonne was invited by Anne Alonso to 
be the discussant for AGPA’s 1989 Slavson Memorial Lecture 
given by Harold Sampson and Joseph Weiss where they 
disused their idea that psychoanalysis makes it safe enough 
for the patient to surface his or her pathogenic beliefs. Yvonne 
felt like a heretic to her previous analytic training and disloyal 
as in drafting her response to Sampson and Weiss, she 
identified the pathogenic belief in psychoanalysis: first that 
the individual was the center of the world, and second, that 
in analysis, the analyst was the center of the world. She then 
understood that individual pain came from taking things 
personally. This led to her recognition that group offered the 
potential to reduce this kind of personalized pain by enabling 
us to learn how to see our roles in a group in the context of the 
hierarchy of living human systems (Agazarian & Gantt, 2000).  

“This led to her recognition that 
group offered the potential to reduce 
this kind of personalized pain...”
The second illustrative event was in 1992 at a session entitled 

“Contrasting Views of Representative Group Events” at AGPA’s 
49th Annual Conference. Yvonne was one of three panelists 
discussing a video tape of Irving Yalom demonstrating his 
interpersonal approach to group psychotherapy (Agazarian 
& Gantt, 2000; Agazarian, 2016). When it was Yvonne’s turn 
to discuss the video, she presented an analysis of the group 
session. She started with the results of a “who talks to whom” 
analysis, a tally of the communications in the video. Eighty-
three percent of the communications were between Alice and 
the group, a pattern of “communication to deviant,” and the 
remainder were mostly about Alice. Yvonne then presented a 
SAVI analysis of the group. SAVI (System for Analyzing Verbal 
Interaction) is a coding system consisting of a 3x3 matrix that 
Yvonne and Anita Simon (Simon & Agazarian, 1967, 2000) 
developed early in the 1960s for operationally defining verbal 
communication as entropic or neg-entropic in relation to 
communication as information transfer. The SAVI coding 
identified mostly “questions” from the group and “personal 
information” from the deviant member, Alice. This pattern 
established Alice in the role of an identified patient and 
indicated a group in the flight phase. In the second segment, 
the group continued in a communication to deviant pattern. 
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Forty-three percent of the communications were coded as 
“attack” and 31% as “self-defend,” a classic scapegoating 
pattern in the fight phase. In concluding her discussion, 
Yvonne presented the hypotheses underlying a systems-
centered approach: 1) “how people talk to each other and to 
themselves is more important to the outcome of therapy than 
what they talk about; 2) how people communicate determines 
the potential in the group for solving the different problems 
that come between it and its goals; 3) a problem-solving 
communication pattern in the group-as-a-whole increases the 
group’s ability to discriminate and integrate differences and 
that systems development and transformation occurs through 
the integration of different communications.” (Agazarian & 
Gantt, 2000, p.68; Agazarian, 2016).

My Discovery of Yvonne and SCT
I first met Yvonne at AGPA when David Hawkins suggested 
that I attend her institute in Houston in 1991. Yvonne was 
then still emphasizing the group-as-a-whole though she 
was also talking about systems-centered interventions. This 
was a few years before she fully developed SCT. I was 
astonished. Yvonne’s work with the group was different 
than any experience I had had before in training groups or 
institutes. I still remember my excitement. I felt a new freedom 
in this group that allowed me to see my experience as not just 
personal and instead as belonging to and as a voice for the 
group-as-a-whole -- this was transformative for me. SCT not 
only freed me from personalizing my experience but was also 
so integrative that soon after that I committed myself to learn 
SCT. This was a bit of a challenge as I lived in Atlanta and the 
SCT training at that time was only in Philadelphia, New York 
and Austin or at AGPA or International Association of Group 
Psychotherapy (IAGP) meetings. I went to every training I 
could. Over time, Yvonne became my most significant mentor, 
writing partner and one of my closest friends and we attended 
many conferences together, presenting at AGPA, IAGP and 
Group Analytic Society. I was excited to be able to co-lead and 
present with her in regular trainings in Stockholm, Austin, and 
Atlanta. We frequently led AGPA open sessions together. In 
2002, I succeeded Yvonne as Director of the Systems-Centered 
and Training Research Institute (SCTRI) and have held that 
role for the last 15 years. SCTRI was awarded the National 
Registry of Certified Group Psychotherapists 2010 Award for 
Outstanding Contributions in Education and Training in the 
Field of Group Psychotherapy. Still today, the most exciting 
part of SCTRI is that we see it as an ongoing experiment in 
that we use our theory and SCT methods in all of the work of 
our organization, e.g., using functional subgrouping when 
differences arise as we make decisions.  

Yvonne’s Contributions to Group 
Psychology
She leaves for all of us the most comprehensive group 
psychological theory to be developed thus far. She has defined 
living human systems as a hierarchy of isomorphic systems 
and then operationally defined each construct into methods 
and then techniques so that each intervention tests the 
validity of the theory and the reliability of its practice. In doing 

this, she has deepened our capacity as group leaders to see 
the system and its norms as the context for how we all behave. 
In seeing human behavior as a function of the system norms, 
Yvonne has oriented us to the importance of de-pathologizing, 
normalizing, universalizing, legitimizing and contextualizing 
human and group experience which opens our boundaries to 
explore our human experiences.

She has given us the theory and method of functional 
subgrouping, which enables integrating differences more 
easily, especially important in today’s world which is replete 
with examples of our human tendency to fight over differences 
and scapegoat them. Functional subgrouping provides an 
alternative to scapegoating by creating a norm of joining 
on similarities first and exploring differences in a different 
subgroup until the two subgroups containing the system 
conflict can integrate. Functional subgrouping enables 
differences to be explored as resources rather than projected 
into group roles of scapegoat or identified patient. 

Yvonne has also given us an understanding of “role” as an 
intervening variable between the individual and the group or 
supra system. Role systems boundaries can be open or closed 
as a function of the person and the phase of development 
of the context. Integrating Lewin and Bennis and Shepard, 
Yvonne leaves us an operational definition of phases of 
development that identifies a predictable set of driving and 
restraining forces for each phase. This enables group leaders 
to adjust their interventions to the phase context.

She leaves behind a thriving training and research organization 
(SCTRI) that holds a yearly conference and continues to 
develop SCT, and support its theory and its practice throughout 
the US (Boston, Austin, San Francisco, Atlanta, Philadelphia, 
New York City), Europe (Sweden, the Netherlands, UK, Spain, 
Greece, Finland), Ukraine, Japan, and New Zealand.  Our 
last two conferences have included participants from Greece, 
Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, UK, Switzerland, 
Sweden, Denmark, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, 
Spain, and the US.

Lastly, a summary of Yvonne’s contributions in her own words:

“A theory of living human systems explicitly assumes 
a) that the primary goal of all systems is to survive, 
to develop, and to transform from simpler to more 
complex; b) that the single dynamic of discriminating and 
integrating differences is both a necessary and a sufficient 
condition for systems to organize energy and move along 
the path to these goals; c) that functional subgrouping 
is the operational methodology for discriminating and 
integrating the information necessary for the system to 
move towards its goals; d) that the path to these goals 
is located in the phases of system development, which 
move from simpler to more  complex; e) that the balance 
of driving and restraining forces that characterized 
one phase is significantly different from those that 
characterize another” (Agazarian, 2006, p. 15).
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Yvonne’s Recent Work 
The last five years have been active ones for Yvonne in 
continuing to develop and refine her theory. Yvonne was 
spurred by an enactment in our 2013 SCT Annual Conference 
large group where the group-as-a-whole began scapegoating 
the human tendency to personalize (theoretically related to 
survival roles from the past, also known as the repetition 
compulsion). For an SCT group to scapegoat was almost 
heresy as the heart of SCT is exploring differences rather than 
scapegoating them. In grappling with this, Yvonne came 
to recognize that SCT theory needed a correction to fully 
appreciate the inherent driving force in every old survival 
role. She formulated a new theoretical map to help members 
identify whether their communication outputs derive from 
a personalized survivor role or an explorer role, and to see 
these outputs not only from their personal context but also 
related to the larger system or group-as-a-whole and its phase 
of development.

True to form for Yvonne and yet truly remarkable, Yvonne 
continued to work until two weeks before her death. She led a 
group of 40+ as part of our SCT University of York conference 
in the UK where she and others of us have been leading a 
training week each September for over 20 years. She was 
very, very happy the month she spent in York, among close 
friends, writing theory each morning, and in the afternoon 
gallivanting on her scooter all over the medieval city of York 
and in her native country where she could visit the butcher 
every day on her scooter and buy things like black pudding!

Yvonne’s Legacy 
Though her theoretical bequests to all of us are rich, equally 
important is how whole-heartedly she brought herself to her 
interactions with others. As she would put it, she learned 
how to be “behind her eyes” and valued being present in 
her relating. One of my memories is how she always had her 
whole-hearted delight and smile when I arrived to visit her, 
which brings both a smile and tears of missing her as I write 
this. This was not however reserved for just me; for as much 
as she could, Yvonne brought her full energy and presence 
to every interaction. Years ago, a favorite axiom for her was 

“we never get the relationships we want, we only get the ones 
we can make together with the other person.” She made 
relationships wherever she was. She would do this almost 
anywhere, like in the taxi where for a few minutes she would 
make a real relationship to the driver. 

A year before she died, a documentary film maker in Sweden 
whose wife was training in SCT asked to make a film about 
SCT. I supported he and his wife though I had no idea what 
the film would be and neither did they. Six months before 
she died, they premiered it at our annual SCT conference. 
The whole large group of us watching it for the first time, 
including Yvonne, was moved to tears. As Yvonne says in 
this documentary video, The Edge of the Unknown, (Duberg 
& Sandström, 2017; https://youtu.be/e0S0bbx7kt0): “never, 
never, never give up” what we care about. She leaves us with 
this long-honed belief. She also stresses that whenever we 
have really connected, there will always be grief when we 

separate. Knowing how much Yvonne really connected, I 
know I have a large subgroup who is grieving with me as we 
separate from the living Yvonne and continue to integrate all 
she has given us.   

Agazarian, Y.M. (1968).  A theory of verbal behaviour and 
information transfer. (Temple University). Available from UMI 
Dissertation Express. (AAT 6914069)
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Contributions from Yvonne’s Colleagues
Yvonne had many long-time professional colleagues and friends in the larger world of group, relationships developed through the 
American Group Psychotherapy Association (AGPA), the International Association of Group Psychotherapy (IAGP), Group Analytic 
Society International and others. We invited six of these colleagues, each significant contributors to the group field themselves, 
to share a brief reflection on her and her work. All refer to their dearly held relationship with Yvonne; the first three, Ken Eisold, 
Les Greene and Vic Shermer, focus as well on her contributions to the field. The second three, Earl Hopper, Christer Sandahl and 
Meg Sharpe, are tributes to their deep personal connections with her. Our thanks to them all for their contributions.

Ken Eisold
Ken is a psychoanalyst and consultant, author of several books 
and articles, including What You Don’t Know You Know: Our 
Hidden Motives in Life, Business and Everything Else (2010. 
Other Press, New York). He consulted for many years to Yvonne 
and to SCTRI in its beginning phase.

Yvonne’s death was not unexpected. Indeed, in a sense, for 
years she had been preparing herself and us for it, but it 
was, nonetheless, a huge loss. I knew of her extraordinary 
accomplishments in putting together the theory of SCT over 
years and then working to train the first generations of 
practitioners as well as presiding over the creation of the 
organization needed to carry the work forward into the future 
when she would no longer be available to guide it. Indeed, 
she recruited me to work with her on building it, along with 
the initial band of volunteers who made the future of SCTRI 
possible, and I was consistently impressed by her clear-eyed 
vision, her generosity, her creativity and her capacity for 
openness, engagement, honesty and hard work.

But the thing that impressed me the most, and imbued 
everything she did, was her extraordinary energy and courage. 
Clearly SCT will continue and thrive, but the personal bravery 
and drive she embodied is now gone, and that is a loss that 
cannot be replaced, though the memory and example of it 
lingers on in those who loved and admired her.

What survives most importantly is the immensely practical 
and useful edifice of SCTRI. That is her “living” monument. I 
want to stress the part I see as “living,” though, because I see 
SCT as not just a theory, but a practice that demands of those 
who commit to it the energy and courage that was so large and 
striking a part of her life. She did focus much of her theory on 
energy, making clear that as a practitioner one had to bring 
one’s life to the work, one’s liveliness and enthusiasm, one’s 
presence and engagement. But the work demands courage 
as well, the boldness to say what one sees, to speak up and 
identify the new sub-groups constantly emerging out of the 
old, pushing forward past conventions, confronting the all too 
familiar ideas and feelings that so easily find a fertile soil in 
our groups.

As I have come to see it, Yvonne’s theory, important as it is 
as a set of ideas and methods to promote change and growth, 
is most truly valuable because it is an aid to living life to the 
fullest.

Les R. Greene
Les is a Past President of the American Group Psychotherapy 
Association and Past Editor of the International Journal of 
Group Psychotherapy

I first met Yvonne, or more precisely her mind, some 40 
years ago. Flying home from one of my first years at an AGPA 
annual meeting, I unpacked a book whose title -The Visible 
and Invisible Group - had caught my eye and imagination. 
My intuition about this purchase proved right. The book, 
co-authored by Agazarian and Richard Peters, was just what 
I needed at that point in my professional development. My 
training up until then – the psychoanalytic study of personality 
and a depth view of group dynamics from a Tavistock point 
of view - left me struggling with how to integrate these two 
realms. Expounding on the concept of role, both as a kind of 
transference phenomenon that the individual brings into the 
group and as a component of the group, a compartmentalized 
voice for a collective need or wish, Agazarian and Peters 
articulated a construct that seemed monumental in advancing 
the field of group therapy precisely by its linking what up until 
then seemed like two polarized camps of group therapists: 
group dynamicists and individual-therapists-in-a-group. But 
more than this major conceptual bridging, I was awestruck by 
the eloquence and elegance of the language, the tight logic and 
interconnectedness of thoughts and ideas, the articulateness 
and precision in sorting out and spelling out the complexities 
of it all, attributes that characterize not only the way Yvonne’s 
mind worked but also, as I’ve come to learn, the meaningful 
and deep way she constructed her interpersonal relationships.

My next encounters with Yvonne, a few years later, led me 
to appreciate Yvonne not only as theorist and scholar but 
as scientist and researcher. She had invited me down to 
her home turf to meet some her lifelong colleagues and 
collaborators – Anita Simon and Claudia Byram, among others 

– who had been developing a group process rating instrument 
aptly named SAVI© (System for Analyzing Verbal interaction). 
Here was a sophisticated and complex (or, as Yvonne would 
say, differentiated and Integrated) classification system for 
verbalizations in group linked directly to their theory of group 
development. In 1989 I had the good fortune of serving as 
discussant to a fascinating AGPA open session developed 
by Andy Beck and Carol Lewis which demonstrated the 
application of SAVI and other state-of-the-art group process 
research methodologies to the same clinical material. What 
an impressive array of group process researchers, Yvonne and 
colleague Anita Simon among them, wrestling with how to 
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make sense out of the buzzing array of verbalizations that is 
the stuff of group therapy, a one-of-a-kind event that turned 
out to be the springboard for a volume by Beck and Lewis 
showcasing the best of the best group process instruments 
including, of course, SAVI.

Next, over the span of 10 years that I served as Editor of the 
International Journal of Group Psychotherapy, I had the 
honor of working with Yvonne in publishing a handful of 
papers reflecting her ever evolving and deepening ideas 
about group psychotherapy. Perhaps the one she valued most 
was the opening lecture she delivered at the 2012 Institute of 
the American Group Psychotherapy Association where she 
reviewed the vastness and depth of her thoughts about group 
life, concluding with all of the vitality and enthusiasm that is 
Yvonne, “Groups are marvelous. And endlessly surprising. I 
have spent my life thinking about groups and translating them 
into systems. I wouldn’t have it any other way – and I hope 
many of you feel the same.”  

Finally, in 2016 and 2017, the last two years that the AGPA 
annual meeting was held in New York and the last two years of 
Yvonne’s life, I had the honor to serve as chair of open sessions 
that she and lifelong colleagues Susan Gantt and Phyllis 
Goltra presented, sessions devoted to a systems-centered view 
of trauma and annihilation anxiety, reflecting her steadfast 
commitment to a life of scholarship and ongoing theory 
development. 

Yvonne, did I get it right?

Anybody else?

Victor R. Schermer
Vic is a licensed psychologist in Pennsylvania and a Life Fellow 
of the American Group Psychotherapy Association (AGPA). He 
writes and consults extensively on group psychotherapy and 
related subjects.

Although I was not part of the SCT community as such, Yvonne 
Agazarian was my first teacher of group psychotherapy in the 
1970s. Subsequently, we became friends at AGPA Conferences, 
and in recent years, we had many informal lunches together 
at a restaurant called Zorba’s near her home. It was thrilling 
for me to hear Yvonne share her brilliant ideas about groups, 
living systems, and therapy, along with our mutual sharing on 
a personal level. As an incorrigibly convinced psychoanalytic 
therapist, I would often disagree sharply with her. She was 
a great sparring partner. We did agree completely on the 
idea that the group is a living system, but while Yvonne 
saw it as bio-social-ecological energy, subsystems, and 
information, I emphasized the unconscious, being-in-the-
world, intersubjectivity, and language as the uniquely human 
sources of group formation.

Based on my observations at AGPA annual meetings and 
reading the literature on group psychotherapy, Yvonne and 
her work has had a major and lasting impact on the whole field. 
Most importantly, she brought General Systems Theory to the 
center of group therapy theory and practice. Helen Durkin and 

James Durkin began discussions of GST in the 1960s, but it was 
Yvonne, with Dick Peters, who brought systems theory to the 
attention of the larger community with their book, The Visible 
and Invisible Group. With the Systems Centered Training and 
Research Institute, Yvonne fearlessly and tirelessly elaborated 
a coherent theoretical perspective and guidelines of practice 
that are now accepted as one of the major schools of group 
therapy. In that respect, SCT is up there with Foulkes’ Group 
Analysis, Tavistock, A.K. Rice, and Existential approaches as 
a world-wide movement and training focus. 

A contribution of Yvonne that is less often acknowledged 
is her linking of group theory, practice, and research as 
a unified process. She would often cite Kurt Lewin, Dave 
Jenkins, and Alfred Korzybski as seminal influences from 
which she became convinced that every therapy intervention 
also constitutes research of a theory. In my discussions with 
her, she constantly used her clinical experience to test her 
ideas, and she might revise her theories on the spot if she 
encountered a contradiction with experience. She overcame 
the compartmentalization and casualness of theory, research, 
and practice that keeps group therapy in the Stone Ages. It 
takes a unique mind to sustain such rigorous discipline. 
Whether others in the field will follow in her footsteps is hard 
to discern at this time. 

Ideas come and go. What I will remember most about Yvonne 
is her feisty courage in the pursuit of truth regardless of the 
opinions of others in the psychotherapy Establishment, no 
less her own followers. This in itself had a transformational 
effect on all of us who encountered her.

Earl Hopper, Ph.D.
Earl pioneered work with the social unconscious of groups, 
practicing, publishing and teaching in London and internationally. 
Author of Traumatic Experience in the Unconscious Life of 
Groups (International Library of Group Analysis series, 2003) 
as well as numerous other publications, he is Editor of The New 
International Library of Group Analysis and past president of 
the International Association of Group Psychotherapy (IAGP).

Yvonne was my friend, a mentor in my professional life, and 
a highly valued colleague in the International Group Analytic 
Society, the International Association for Group Psychotherapy, 
and in the American Group Psychotherapy Association. She 
supported my early work on systems thinking, and we began 
a correspondence and discussion of sociological, group 
analytical and psychoanalytical aspects of living human 
systems. Over the years, we planned several programmes for 
the IAGP, and facilitated the presentation of one another’s 
work at meetings of AGPA. 

Yvonne and I admired each other for being prepared to speak 
out about various aspects of Group Analysis. We agreed that 
it lacks an overarching general theory of group dynamics, 
but disagreed over the importance of this, which I continue 
to feel is actually one of its strengths. Nonetheless, for us 
two aspects of Group Analysis were, and still are, especially 
important: the emphasis on the sociality of human nature and 
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its connections with the axiom that the individual person and 
the group were two sides of the same coin; and the emphasis 
on parallel processes, equivalence, and isomorphism. She 
appreciated the concept of the tripartite matrix, as recently 
outlined by Dieter Nitzgen and me (2017), but she insisted that 
systems thinking took priority, and that the concept of matrix 
was not really necessary. In recent years we tried to integrate 
her and Susan Gantt’s version of systems thinking and group 
analytical approaches to work in organisations and societies.

I did not always find it easy to oblige the wishes of an older 
sister. I objected to Yvonne’s tendency to exploit the naivety 
of some of the convenors of the large group at various 
conferences. Although she participated in these large groups 
with a degree of admirable humility, the democratic styles 
of the convenors allowed her to proselytise her own way of 
working. I once interpreted this as an enactment of taking over 
a government in the context of a democratic election, such 
as what happened in Chile. She acknowledged that although 
there was truth in my interpretation that she had enacted this 
socially unconscious process, the basic dynamic was one of 
failed dependency on convenors who she regarded as boys 
who had been selected to do a man’s job! I suggested that this 
was a manifestation of equivalent processes in the programme 
committees and their contextual organisations. She said “No, 
this was a matter of isomorphism.” And so it went on, more or 
less to the very end. 

Yvonne and I were comrades. We enjoyed good food and drink, 
and indulged ourselves once a year in London, and in various 
other capital cities of the world in connection with conference 
life. She preferred mature Burgundy rather more than Claret, 
and Single Malt Whisky rather more than Dry Sherry; she 
loved smoked salmon, with brown bread and butter and a few 
capers, followed by grouse with bread sauce. In London we 
finished with Stilton and Port. During the last few years we 
were obliged to decline the Port.

Although Susan often joined Yvonne and me in our meetings 
and machinations, we valued our private time together 
gossiping, plotting and formulating theories and concepts, 
which tended to be much more abstract than our empirical 
examples could possibly service. We were hardly ever troubled 
by reality. We acknowledged one another’s respective attempts 
to make creative use of our deepest and most painful traumatic 
experiences, some of which we shared. 

I grew to love Yvonne Agazarian, and I miss her very much.

Nitzgen, D. & Hopper, E. (2017). The concepts of the social 
unconscious and of the matrix in the work of S.H. Foulkes. 
In E. Hopper & H. Weinberg, (Eds.) The Social Unconscious 
in Persons, Groups and Societies: Volume 3: The Foundation 
Matrix Extended and Re-Configured. London: Karnac.

Christer Sandahl
Christer is a licensed psychologist and psychotherapist, senior 
professor of Social and Behavioural Sciences at Karolinska 
Institutet, a medical university in Stockholm, former president 
of The International Association of Group Psychotherapy (IAGP) 
and co-founder of Sandahl Partners Ltd, an organizational 
consultancy business in Sweden.

Eye contact and vitality

Our youngest daughter was delivered by caesarean section. 
She was weak and as heart trouble was suspected she was 
placed in an incubator and taken to the ICU where she stayed 
for a couple of days. On the third day she opened her eyes for 
the first time. She was in my arms at the time and I experienced 
an intense feeling of energy and being full of life. Most parents 
will have experienced something similar.

To be mirrored in the eyes of the parent is what keeps the 
child psychologically alive. Eye contact is to the mind what 
heart beat is to the body. If eye contact is lacking there are 
other channels of communication. Touching and speaking are 
complementary, but one has to work harder in the beginning 
if the child cannot see, in order to receive the lovely smile that 
confirms the bond. 

Yvonne was quite young when she gave birth to her blind son. 
With her energy and stamina she would not give up, but had to 
struggle at a time in her life when she instinctively knew what 
the child needed, even if she had no words for it at that time. I 
have sometimes wondered how that experience influenced the 
theory she developed and the way she lived. 

Yvonne simply could not, not relate. She never let an 
opportunity for eye contact and a smile get lost. In SCT 
functional subgrouping is established through eye contact. 
This is very different from traditional psychodynamic work 
and of course from psychoanalysis. Freud seems to have 
avoided eye contact at any price! However, in his practice 
in Vienna one can still find a mirror hanging in the window 
conveniently next to his desk. Did he need to look into his own 
eyes between patients to feel alive? 

Eye contact with Yvonne was always pleasantly relaxed 
and often accompanied by a loving smile. Some years ago, I 
gave as a gift to Yvonne an icon depicting Jesus with a stern 
expression. The eyes of icons are their core. I joked with 
Yvonne and said that we could stay in touch through the eyes 
of the icon even if we were separated by the Atlantic Ocean. 

Tradition tells us that through the eyes of the icon we can 
discover the beauty of each other and find God within 
ourselves. Yvonne did not believe in God, but she found “life 
force,” the energy of living systems. I believe that this is what 
icons are about, and also eye contact between people. Finding 
the life force and the soul in the eyes of the other keeps human 
beings connected to the world and existence in its broader 
sense. Through the vitality and energy in the eye contact, 
human systems develop from simple to complex.
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Meg Sharpe
Meg was a research sociologist, then group analyst and Jungian 
psychoanalyst. She worked for many years in psychiatric 
hospitals then joined the Group Analytic Practice in London. Meg 
was active in the American Group Psychotherapy Association 
(AGPA), co-leading the large group for several years, first with 
Malcolm Pines and then with Earl Hopper.

I cannot remember when I first met Yvonne. It was in the ‘80’s 
I think, at an AGPA meeting in New York. She greeted me like 
a long lost sister because I came from London. Thereafter, we 
met regularly when she was in London or at numerous AGPA 
meetings. One particular memory stands out from Boston. My 
daughter came with me to the conference to find out what 
exactly her Mother did (she is an interpreter, not an analyst). 
We met Yvonne for supper in a crowded cafeteria, self-service. 
Yvonne orders us to sit down whilst she got the food. And she 
returned balancing three full plates. Her skill astonished us... 

“I used to be a waiter” she said proudly!

Other happy times...having drinks with her in her sister’s 
apartment opposite Harrods. She was in good form and 
insisted we all went to dinner afterwards. Then it became a 
yearly feature. Every time she was in the UK we met, either 
at our home or her club, where she was very comfortable and 
well looked after. It was obvious the staff thought she was 
delightful, a “one-off.”

One visit she gave a public lecture at a London hospital 
about systems theory. Nobody realized she had just had 
a major operation and was still bleeding. I reprimanded 
her for not allowing herself time to recover. “This is my 
convalescence!” she laughed. And then she told me the airline 
hostess had given her a supply of bandages to see her through. 
Needless to say her lecture was greeted with interest, curiosity, 
skepticism  by the mostly medical audience. She mystified 
those who were perhaps not bright enough to grasp what she 
was talking about.

At another later meeting, Yvonne whipped off her sweater 
and proudly showed me her scars. I was aghast! What a brave 
woman, no time to be a patient in recovery. When Malcolm 
Pines and I introduced the first Large Group at an AGPA 
meeting (with great trepidation I might add!) Yvonne was such 
an enthusiastic and staunch supporter. She never missed a 
session.

Our last meeting was two years ago when she was carrying 
around her oxygen generator with stylish aplomb. Never 
complaining! Always alert, curious and entertaining. Yvonne 
was very courageous in her illness and battled on when 
others would have given up. Her work will continue through 
the organization she founded; knowing this gave her much 
comfort.

.

For a bibliography of books, articles 
and videos by Yvonne Agazarian
or related to systems-centered 
theory go to the SCT website at 

www.systemscentered.com

The following SCT related books are 
available from Karnac Books at

www.karnac.com

Systems-Centered Therapy for Groups
by Yvonne M. Agazarian

Systems-Centered Therapy: Clinical 
Practice with Individuals, Families and 
Groups
Edited by Susan P. Gantt, Yvonne M. Agazarian

SCT in Action: Applying the Systems-
Centered Approach in Organizations
Edited by Susan P. Gantt, Yvonne M. Agazarian

Systems-Centered Theory and Practice: 
The Contribution of Yvonne Agazarian
by Yvonne M. Agazarian

Systems-Centered Practice: Selected 
Papers on Group Psychotherapy
by Yvonne M. Agazarian

A Systems-Centered Approach to 
Inpatient Group Psychotherapy
by Yvonne M. Agazarian

Autobiography of a Theory: Developing a 
Theory of Living Human Systems and its 
Systems-Centered Practice
by Yvonne M. Agazarian, Susan P. Gantt

The Visible and Invisible Group
by Yvonne M. Agazarian, Richard Peters
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Yvonne taught me, challenged me and inspired me to center 
and sit at the edge of the unknown until I believed that I could 
develop and transform. The theory and methods she taught 
me have allowed me to help leaders, teams and organization 
discover their capacity to transform.  My life and my work have 
been transformed.

Jane Maloney 
(jane@interaction-inc.com)

At the finish of the Foundation Training last year in York, I 
stood up from my chair, walked with some hesitation to 
Yvonne, sitting in her scooter. I kneeled down to say goodbye; 
she pulled me towards her, and gave the most intimate kiss 
ever.

Suresh Rutten 
wim.rutten@sureshcompany.nl

At the start of my training, Yvonne taught us to center ourselves, 
reduce anxiety and to not take things “just personally.” I 
learned to  listen to  feedback, to honor her painfully direct 
criticism and ultimately to make the best use of it I could. 

Discriminating similarities in differences and the differences 
in similarities took on a powerful meaning. Sub-grouping 
became the underpinning for conflict resolution. I sharpened 
my awareness of boundaries and roles. 

As a trainer, Yvonne was a tough and demanding taskmaster 
always requiring we check reality. She also encouraged us to 
reduce the restraining forces and permit our innate driving 
forces to lead the way. Choice, at the fork in the road, became 
our key to survival, development and transformation.

As a role model she brought her full heart to all she did and 
urged us to tackle every challenge with a “full heart.” Each of 
our meetings was stimulating and enriching.

Yvonne’s meticulous development of SCT theory and its practice 
is a major contribution to the professions of psychotherapy 
and organizational development. Her memory resides in the 
minds and hearts of the many she impacted. In am grateful to 
hold my many memories of Yvonne as a abundant resource for 
rationality, strength and love. RIP 

Elaine Dinitz 
elainedin@aol.com

I met Yvonne at a Roundtable meeting at her house in 2007. I 
had been working with Larry Ladden, Fran, and Claudia and 
was very impressed with them. They seemed to care deeply 
about the therapeutic process and to have integrity, so I was 
very much looking forward to meet their mentor. As soon as 

I met Yvonne  and she noted that my smile was not genuine, 
something shattered in me. I felt naked and awkward around 
her, I could not hide or deceive her, as she was able to see old 
patterns, old roles that I wasn’t even aware of. Many times 
I was  furious at her for stripping off my covers and mostly 
afraid that she would hurt me if she saw me raw and naked.  I 
was myself. Over the years she repeatedly invited me in many, 
many ways to lay down my covers, to be genuine, and every 
time I dare to, she met me in that naked territory with delight 
and compassion. She truly cared, I felt her love. I wanted 
her  to love me more, or only me, afraid that her care would 
not be vast enough to include me, but her love and care could 
extend to many. I saw new people come into the Monday group 
and Roundtable and she immediately took a deep interest in 
them.    My husband and I went for couples therapy with her 
and in our most difficult moments, she made accommodations 
so we could get the help we needed. She was generous. 
Sometimes she was wrong, as when she had misunderstood 
something, or had said something when I wasn’t ready. If I 
dared to tell her she listened and supported me. I will miss her 
very much.

Ivette Guillermo-McGahee 
iguillermo@alliesincaring.org

Although I never met Yvonne Agazarian in person, I have been 
deeply influenced by her work since December 2012 when I 
first attended an SCT Training Group in Atlanta. Years later, 
when I watched The Edge of the Unknown, I was so moved by 
what I saw that I wrote this note on 4/19/2017:

I appreciate, deeply, the gift of The Edge of the Unknown. It was 
polished, professional, and delivered with panache.  It is a film 
that the community can be proud of.   I was especially touched 
by Yvonne’s sweet, sincere smile, by the beautiful images 
(particularly, the pottery images as metaphor for building/
creating), and by the earnestness of the interviewees in the 
film.  As arresting as the film is, I imagine it will go far toward 
stimulating interest in the values and techniques unique to SCT.

Much to my astonishment, I received this note from Yvonne 
the same day:  So glad the film gave you pleasure. Best, Yvonne

I appreciated her response very much (I have it still) and was 
saddened to hear that six months later, Yvonne had passed.  
I imagine she had not felt well in April, and in the film she 
is shown with an oxygen tube. I admired, then as now, her 
indefatigable spirit and most of all her willingness to keep her 
ideas on groups dynamic. I recently learned that two weeks 
before her passing, Yvonne was still fine tuning her ideas, 
changing the idea of observer self to explorer self within 
the context of inner person. I love that about her.  It would 

Reflections from the SCT Community: 
Yvonne Agazarian, 1929-2017
This special Members Forum is made up of members’ reflections on Yvonne Agazarian’s impact on their work and/or life. Thanks 
to all for your contributions.
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Reflections
have been such a temptation to say the work is done; but for 
Yvonne the work was never done, and her example of fearless 
searching and open curiosity keeps all of us alive and open as 
we continue her work.  

Clarice Belcher 
clarice33@bellsouth.net

We were enjoying our whiskeys during the after party of 
the 1st  Organizational Development Euro-conference in 
Stockholm, the party boat taking us to our dinner venue.  We 
were talking about living systems, the drama in them, and 
how human/system differences create these dramas like war. 
We start sharing family history and noted that war carries 
a big piece of history in both of our families. Yvonne’s eyes 
tighten slightly and her soft smile communicates this shared 
feeling between us.  Our conversation also included politics. 
Then I ask the question “How long it will it take for our world 
leaders to integrate differences?” She looks to the horizon with 
eyes wide open and with clear voice she answers “Not in our 
lifetime.”  We both silently nod our heads and take another sip 
of whiskey while looking at the sunset on the horizon.

Berry Trip 
berry.trip@winnock.nl

Without doubt, Yvonne changed my life. I was a client 
of hers, going to her for what she called “consultations.” 
Remarkably, she could switch from organizational dynamics 
to a psychotherapeutic approach, and she typically applied 
both in a session. She’d explain to me how I was acting out of 
role in whatever situation I presented, and then she’d switch, 
engaging me with empathy to uncover how my actions were 
repeats from earlier, look-alike experiences. If I could identify 
one underlying principle in her therapeutic approach, it was 
helping clients come into present reality. The main issue she 
helped me with was passivity. She wouldn’t let me not speak 
or not take action. She invited me into a group, which gave 
her further ability to push me out of inaction. There was no 
protocol for passivity; she used brute force. Yvonne set rules 
and boundaries but was often the first to violate them. Being 
in a “therapy” group with her was, frankly, unlike other SCT 
groups. She explained it as different from a “training” group. 
She regularly invited me to attack her and never took things 
personally. She said that after 60 years as a therapist, she 
was beyond this. She referred to something she called the 

“life-force,” and when centering, she said she could feel its 
wordless energy behind her navel. I engaged with her socially 
through the Philadelphia SCT community; one of her brothers 
was an RAF pilot in the war (I had been a pilot). Yvonne 
was invariably charming yet completely comfortable telling 
people how to live. She told me she had been educated with 
the aristocracy in England, and that was how she was taught 
to be. I think this was mere rationalization. She relished her 
superiority and telling people how to act. I feel boundless 
gratitude and love for her.

Stephen Macghee 
Stephen.Mcgahee@leidos.com

Yvonne set an example of saying what was true, not just what 
was socially acceptable. It was a valuable reminder to “keep 
it real.”

Alida Zweidler-McKay 
alida@zmcoach.net

Yvonne’s Guidelines
Apart from the theory and the methods (SCT), Yvonne has 
given us a number of guidelines that are so productive and 
applicable in applying the theory. 

In my first foundation course with Yvonne (York, 2009), she 
summarized the work of consultants/coaches with their clients 
or teams as follows: “me structure, you energy.”  These four 
words help me every time I notice that I am trying the fill the 
void that a team leaves in terms of energy. For instance, take 
silence. What it means to me is that your work as a consultant 
is only to provide and guard the structure, not to make sure 
the team is energized. “Don’t push the river, it flows by itself.”

In that same foundation course she talked about how she 
hated the phase between flight and fight, which she called 

‘dead in the water.’ Nothing much happens, and the energy 
seems locked, the atmosphere is brooding. It is so refreshing 
to be allowed to hate at all in your role as consultant, and she 
modelled for me how the simple act of naming your hate (or 
any other feeling) makes it easier not to act it out.  

In the (so far) one and only OD conference (Stockholm, 
2012), Yvonne, in Large Group, took the role of consultant 
to the leader (Susan) for the first time, I think. Rather than 
consulting, she was taking over from Susan time and again 
and she figuratively spanked the participants in the inner 
circle (managers and consultants that were new to SCT) 
about their non-centered physical posture. It was my first 
experience of being furiously mad at Yvonne, which I brought 
in as a difference in the group.  Later that day we were all on a 
lovely boat trip on our way to the social event. Relating to our 
exchange in the Large Group she said she would love to have 
more feedback because “People in my kind of role get very 
little feedback, you know.” This really moved me, although 
it also triggered an old role that inhibited me from giving her 
more feedback that could have given her new information.  I 
learned from how disarming it is to actively ask for feedback. 

Peter Kunneman  
peterkunneman@gmail.com
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Einstein, Bohr, and Agazarian. 
Yvonne once told me that her biggest theoretical insight was the 
principle of Isomorphy, and her most important contribution 
to developing group therapy was functional subgrouping. 
However, I think she overlooked her first and most basic new 
idea – a difference. Yvonne’s finest moment and theoretical 
achievement was the insight that ANY piece of information IS 
just a difference, or energy, crossing a boundary, as opposed 
to being a similarity. 

It was Alfred Korzybski who inspired her to discriminate 
clearly between our inner mental maps, which is information 
about something, and the outer reality, the actual landscape. 
You cannot avoid interpreting any observation, you introduce 
noise whenever you try to formulate anything about something. 
Korzybski, building on Bohr, framed this dilemma as the 

“Structural differential,” and that was very inspiring for Yvonne 
when developing the basics of SCT theory. 

Yvonne started her theory off by reducing any kind of input into 
being just a difference, whatever it may be. This gives clarity 
to her thinking. In the high abstract level of systems thinking, 
Yvonne dismissed any explanation about the content in the 
information, and thereby bypassed the observer dilemma to 
the outmost. This is the basis of her clarity, seeing systems, 
not people.

In reality you cannot observe anything without influencing it, 
but Yvonne’s basic categorization of anything, as being either 
a difference or a similarity, and say no more, is as close as you 
can get to not interpreting your input. This razor paradigm 
cuts out most of the noise.

”And I still am enormously interested in where Energy came 
from.” You DID bring us closer to that, thank you Yvonne, well 
done, you can rest now.

Good bye Yvonne.

Your energy is thankfully still here –

Ole Rischel 
olezox@yahoo.dk

Spilled Tears Do Not a Container Make
I’ll never forget the first time Yvonne told me not to cry. What? 
I thought tears meant we were getting somewhere! Not to 
Yvonne. Tears, out of context, meant someone was taking a 
deep-sea dive and at risk of working alone or becoming an 
identified patient, both of which are restraining forces to 
system development. Up, elevator, she’d say to me urging me 
to join the subgroup that was working and holding me silently 
in the container of her being, until I could make the journey.  I 
seemed to burst into tears every group for the first seven years 
of my training until I learned to not take myself just personally 
and understand that what was happening inside me had more 
to do with the context of the group. The way I led my groups 

and individual sessions changed dramatically.  I could use 
myself as a container and diagnostician for what phase we 
were in and recognize the difference between the frantic tears 
of the premature dive from the emotional unloading of the 
work of intimacy. Over and over, Yvonne would also remind 
me to trust the group, rattling the very foundation of my 
survival role as a premature adult and inviting me to explore 
rather than enact dependency, hatred or falling apart. With 
the help of Yvonne, and countless subgroup members, I was 
able to do that, and I learned that in order to find yourself in 
SCT, you indeed have to first lose your self. Thank you, Yvonne.  

Joy Luther 
joyluthersoffice@gmail.com

SCT, Yvonne’s life work, has impacted 
my life and work profoundly. 
It enhanced my work as a therapist by…

• Helping me to see that my role as a therapist was to hold 
the structure of the session more consciously and to let 
the client share and explore his or her experience

• Giving me effective tools to help my clients stay in 
the present moment as they explored their experience 
enhancing the “healing magic” of the therapeutic 
relationship

• Giving me an overview of understanding of the phases of 
development 

Yvonne’s work gave my wife and I the key to resolving 
recurring conflicts that almost split apart our marriage—the 
understanding of complimentary role-locks, and the powerful, 
yet simple process of Functional Subgrouping—reflecting what 
one another said so we could know we were understood. This 
allowed the communication to slow down and encouraged 
us to identify and communicate our feeling experience in 
the midst of the differences we focused. We connect through 
the heart experience and in conflict, my heart was often 
well protected. Then being able to identify when I was in a 
role allowed me to put the role aside so I could be more fully 
present and authentic with my wife. This often allowed me to 
share the pain at the heart of the conflict—which always made 
a huge difference in resolving it.

And finally, her work has helped me not to take what happens 
just personally. Through practice, I now have the ability to 
see the contexts I am a part of and what is said and done by 
individuals in the context, including my relationship, as an 
important voice of the context. I now respect those voices 
instead of experiencing them as a threat. What a difference 
this has made!

David Reis 
davidreis@mac.com



Summer 2018 - Systems-Centered News page 28 

Reflections
Enabling me to find the bridge from my head to my heart to 
belong in the world.

 - Theory Theory  Theory

 ↓

 - Functional subgrouping

 ↓

 - Person as a system

Ray Haddock 
rayhad@doctors.org.uk

I would like to share two statements Yvonne made that hold 
deep meaning to me.  They may be useful to others.

The first statement was spoken by Yvonne last year while we 
worked in her theory group.  To me, it reflects the bottom line 
in taking up our authority. Yvonne’s words were,

Rage at the conditions.

Grief at the reality.

Discover what, if anything, can be done.

The second statement was spoken by Yvonne to a colleague 
of mine who was working in deep, existential despair. My 
colleague shared this with me recently while we subgrouped 
in grief in response to Yvonne’s death. She has given me 
permission to share it with others, and also informed me that 
Yvonne was quoting an author, the identity of which she could 
not recall.

During moments of existential darkness, I find these words 
comforting.

Yvonne said,

In the deepest depths of the ocean,

The water will carry you. . . carry you.

 Rick Campa 
rdcampa@earthlink.net

In the autumn of 2003 or 2004 my wife and I had the privilege 
to have Yvonne as a guest for a couple of days in our house in 
Sweden. I had started my journey and commitment with SCT, 
travelling to US a couple of times each year. My wife, who is a 
teacher had some questions/concerns about my commitment 
and I did my best to share what and how it was useful.

In August that year Yvonne was travelling to Sweden I (we) 
invited her to stay with us for a couple of days as we had a 
house with lots of space for guests. 

I picked up Yvonne at the railway station 15 miles from where 
we lived and it was a delight to meet her in that context. As 
we started to drive back to Norberg I had some thought, “How 

will this go? Will Ingrid like Yvonne?” Trusting and knowing 
Yvonne I had the sense that it would be fine. Arriving to the 
house, showing Yvonne inside to meet my wife, she was 
standing in the kitchen with a bucket of dill that she was 
preparing for the refrigerator.

Started to introduce them to each other, not really finished 
when Yvonne said  ”Hi Ingrid, nice to meet you, can I help 
you?”  with her warm smile. Ice broken and there they stood 
finishing the dill, talking about I don’t know what. The feeling 
was like they knew each from a long time ago!

We had some beautiful days, talking, a bit of small walks in 
the forest. From that day Yvonne was mindful about reaching 
out to Ingrid when we where mailing to each other or by some 
very personal Christmas cards or greetings.

In hindsight I realize that my concerns were out of the blue! For 
me it had the impact that I had Ingrid as a supporter when I 
did SCT work/training and also all the travelling that has been 
part of my relation with the organization.

With fond and  grateful  memories around Yvonne and 
the privilege to have had this opportunity to learn and develop 
in ways that matters and also have made important changes 
for me as a person and in my professional life.

Sven-Erik Viskari 
sven-erik.viskari@telia.com

Yvonne Dragonlady 
Heart’s friend

Mentor to so, so many

Pathfinder in the wild landscapes of living (often human) 
systems 

Seer of souls

Traveling companion in the murky depths of theory

You gave 

You received

You taught

Deep listening

Truth-telling

Acceptance of failings, wants, needs

Generosity

Frustration

Starting over

Grief

Playfulness
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Vast attunement

Respect

Boundaries

Human music

Transformed life systems: 

My marriage, my person system, my member system, my 
group leadership

Yvonne Dragonlady

In my heart you continue to fly.

Marianne Bentzen 
mariannebentzen@mac.com

In 1990, I was studying with Richard Peters (co-author of 
Yvonne’s book The Visible and Invisible Group), because he 
seemed to have a fast track approach to undoing defenses. His 
practice at the time was based on the “Intensive Short Term 
Dynamic Therapy” model by Habib Davanloo. In my own 
quest to find the “most effective and efficient” intervention 
methods in psychotherapy, Dick Peters advised me to train 
with Yvonne, his co-leader of therapy groups of many years.  

My response at the time had been “You must be joking! There is 
no way I am volunteering to lay myself bare in front of a bunch 
of strangers.” (Now I know that I had a pervasive underlying 

“life or death terror” vis-à-vis any adult, given many incidents 
of being physically beaten with a carpet beater as a child).

The battle inside myself between terror and curiosity continued 
for a year, when I finally found the courage to sign up for 
a Saturday workshop. During this first group experiential, 
another member broke into tears, and I felt resonant with 
her (or so I thought) and joined her by stating “I know that 
pain.  Last week I…”, immediately Yvonne interrupted and, 
while looking at the floor, sharply said: “Flight into the past 
by avoiding the present!” Ouch! How could I not see what I 
had just done?! My biggest fear had come true. Clearly, I was 
not cut out for group work. I retreated into silence for the rest 
of the day, while pondering how a clinician could be so quick, 
precise and accurate.  

I did not return to any training for another 2 years, rationalizing 
that I had two infants to raise, a Master’s degree to complete… 
Besides, this work was just too painful.

Yvonne helped me conceptualize and experience how my 
severe reaction was coming from a pervasive old survivor 
role. Through her SCT methods applied, that early terror has 
transformed into the very tolerable experience of “sitting at 
the edge of the unknown, and staying curious,” not taking 
myself and others just personally, because always, I am just 

one voice for the whole system.

With hatred for the narcissistic pain incurred, and with 
profound love and gratitude to Yvonne. 

Verena Murphy 
vmch99@hotmail.com

Having had some group training in the Gestalt, Tavistock 
and Satir models by the early 1980s, I was accompanying a 
colleague, who was coming to New York to participate as a 
member of a group workshop that demonstrated three other 
group models in action: a person-centered approach to groups 
that included storytelling, a rational behaviorist model, which 
appeared to leave members inside their cognitive world, and 
there was Yvonne Agazarian applying a “group as a whole” 
approach.

They each had 20 minutes to demonstrate the application of 
their theory. Yvonne was the only one providing a structure 
right off: “We will work for 15 minutes, save 5 minutes for 
Surprises, Learnings, Satisfactions and Dissatisfactions,”  and 
then opened it up to the group: “So what is it like for you, right 
now to be in this new group?”  In this approach, the leader’s 
job was to hold the structure, while the members did the work. 
It was the only group in which each of the 12 members reported 
at the end having had an entirely new discovery or experience. 
I was blown away! I had been looking for this my entire life!

Afterwards I picked up the last flyer on the table that offered 
the next training in Philadelphia.

That evening, I went to dinner with another friend, and I said: 
“You and I are going to go to this workshop! You have got to 
meet this woman!”  

One of my most memorable learnings over the years is the 
day when I felt the retaliatory impulse in my body. I had 
been arguing with my partner at home and was crying. 
Remembering Yvonne’s statements to me in past trainings I 
told myself: “Make room, Elaine! That is what you do when 
you feel the retaliatory impulse!” That day I felt the impulse 
in my body and did not turn it against myself, as before, but 
made room instead.  A very powerful discovery, indeed. 

Just as the day when she asked: “Are you curious?” – Up to that 
day I had no idea what “curious” felt like. “Just sit there and 
see if you discover anything…”  For Yvonne it was always about 
the authenticity of the relationship you had with yourself. 

I feel so privileged to have had Yvonne in my life.  

Elaine Pratt 
elainepratt35@gmail.com

.
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For more information about

Systems-Centered Training

or 

The Systems-Centered Training  
and Research Institute

Visit our website at  
www.systemscentered.com

or email us at  
admin@systemscentered.com



Summer 2018 - Systems-Centered News page 31 

Upcoming Training Opportunities
AnnuAl SyStemS-Centered trAining Week - york, uk 

September 17-21: 
Foundation Training & Organizational Consultancy

September 16-21:  
Intermediate Skills, Advanced Intermediate Skills & Container Training 

SCt AnnuAl ConferenCe – PhilAdelPhiA 
Weekend Institute: March 23-24 • Conference: March 25-29

Details on the web at 
www.systemscentered.com

More Inside…


