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From the Director
Large Group Enacting the Fight Phase and Exploring Its Impact

As a reminder for some, and for those of you who don’t know, we start our 
Annual Conference each year with a large group on Sunday night following the 
Weekend Institutes.  This group continues to meet each afternoon at the end of the day. 
This year the group took an unusual direction which gave us an opportunity to learn about 
the power of group dynamics that may be worth reflecting on for all of us.

 From the first few minutes of the first meeting, the large group went straight to 
work! The first meeting on Sunday night was focused on integrating the new: starting 
with those who had been there for the weekend and those who were just arriving, then 
those who had been at the large group last year and those who were new to it this year. 
All of this weakened some of the flight pulls into the past! The group also noted and 
explored their responses to the new leadership structure for the large group: I took the 
primary leader role with Fran Carter monitoring functional subgrouping, Claudia Byram 
monitoring the boundaries and communications, making sure inputs could be heard, and 
Yvonne Agazarian listening to the group-as-a-whole dynamics and bringing them to the 
group’s awareness (sometimes the group saw what she saw and sometimes not). There was a subgroup that was interested and 
excited with the new structure. Another subgroup surfaced worry over losing Yvonne’s voice – and still another subgroup with 
humor and energy recognized that we always had this worry on the first night of large group. Still another subgroup recognized 
and appreciated that the leadership system had used the feedback from last year’s large group to modify the leadership structure.

By the second meeting on Monday night, the group became interested in how to tell the difference between person and 
member and invented an on-the-spot feedback system, calling out “Person” or “Member” as feedback when someone finished 
speaking, often in a chorus of voices. The group chorus was excited and energized and though a few members expressed 
hesitation and anxiety, this was overlooked. 

The next night the complexity of the group voices emerged. We began to work with the reality that the intensity that had 
manifested in the work had more to do with fight than with feedback. The group had been living in fight, and the scapegoating 
dynamic had taken over and driven the work. What could have been useful feedback in another context about the difference 
between person and member contributions came in as scapegoating (not a phase for feedback!) and so was experienced by many 
as critical, unattainable and stressful.

Usefully, we were all shocked at how rapidly it happened. One subgroup was appalled. Another subgroup was distressed 
that the leaders did not stop it. Another subgroup was distressed that they were part of it. And still another that they themselves 
did not stop it. For all, it was a strong learning experience about the power of the dynamics of the group phase on its members 
and leaders.

Another important moment occurred in our final meeting when, as part of the unfinished business, a subgroup brought in 
wanting a repair from the leaders. This was a strong subgroup voice – the other side then emerged of recognizing that the wish 
for the leaders to “make it right” moved us away from struggling with the real human challenges that always face all of us when 
the more primitive and chaotic energy, underlying the phase dynamics, is driving the group.

Though our large group has done much important work over the years (Gantt & Agazarian, 2011), this year’s group may 
have done the best work of all – in creating and understanding the strong impact of the phase dynamics on all groups, bringing 
to life the SCT saying that “we are all puppets on the strings of the dynamics of the group.”

  One last bit – a big congratulations and much appreciation to all of our Conference attendees who worked so hard and 
so significantly in this 2013 Conference, and particularly to our Co-Director system that created the context and climate in which 
such rich work could happen: Ray Haddock, Susan Beren and Norma Safransky.

  
- Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)

Reference
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From the eDitor
Dear Members!

As a child, my mother directed a children’s theatre in NYC. This 
experience was a very good training in crossing the boundary from 
my person to my member role. Each actor brought their vitality and 
creativity to the performance and when the show was over, I had to 
say goodbye to the particular roles that I had come to love as the 
actors became regular people again.

For nine years I have played the role of Managing Editor of the 
Systems-Centered News. Now it is time for me to say goodbye. The 
Newsletter will continue to develop and transform, even as I give up 
the role. I am happy that as a leader of this group I have co-created 
an atmosphere in which our group has come to relish our work. We 
have laughed together and come to care deeply about each other as 
people as well as members of a work group. We have also produced 
Newsletters that we and the organization are proud of! Although I 
will no longer be the Managing Editor, I will not be totally leaving 
the group, as I will continue to serve as an editor for Yvonne’s 
Emerging Theory section and be available as “Editor Emeritus” 
should questions arise. While one subgroup in me is sad to leave, 
another subgroup is relieved to free up energy for other projects that 
are calling me. 

Another change in the Newsletter staff is that Kathy Lum will 
be leaving after this issue so that she can focus her attention in other 
areas of the organization. Kathy has been a tremendous force in our 
group, always holding the larger organizational perspective with 
clarity, graciousness and objectivity. Her technical editing skills 
are also extraordinary! If I had a dollar for every time she caught 
something that I missed, I would be a rich man. The group will miss 
her terribly!

The Newsletter that you hold in your hands is quite a substantial 
one. It begins with a tour de force by Yvonne called “Re-Visiting 
SAVI Theory, Patterns Not Columns and Rows!” This article will 
give you a fresh appreciation of the importance of SAVI theory 
and its place in the historical development of the Theory of Living 
Human Systems. Yvonne has also contributed an article called 
“The Mobius Strip of Knowledge and Existence, Apprehension and 
Comprehension, Explaining and Exploring Etc.” This article might 
serve as food for a deep meditation on the process of living through 
a lens that is both profoundly philosophical and uniquely systems-
centered. I found it an elegant theoretical poem.

Next we have a contribution from Anita Simon on “Using SAVI 
and Gottman’s Research for Couples in Therapy.” In a sense, this 
article builds on the historical perspective that you will gain from 
Yvonne’s article on SAVI and puts it into a practical, clinical 
context. All of us have something to learn from Anita about how 
to successfully communicate with our partners! Then we have a 

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

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

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

Community Development and Contribution.  The organization will introduce SCT strategies for change to organizations, groups and 
individuals in private, public and clinical settings.
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re-Visiting sAVi® theory: 
PAtterns, not columns AnD 
rows!
	 SAVI	was	developed	 to	 translate	Shannon	and	Weaver’s	
Mathematical Theory of Communication (1964)	into	a	system	
that	could	be	applied	to	human	communication.	Their	premise	
was	 that	 there	 is	 an	 inverse	 relationship	 between	 entropic	
noise	 in	 the	 communication	 channel	 and	 the	 probability	 that	
the	 information	 contained	 in	 the	 channel	 would	 get	 across.	
(Think	of	cell	phones!)	Being	physicists,	their	primary	concern	
was	 how	 this	 applied	 to	 all	 systems.	Being	 researchers,	 they	
operationally	defined	noise	as	“ambiguity	and	redundancy.”1

	 Anita	 Simon	 and	 I	 became	 enthused	 with	 the	 idea	 of	
translating	Shannon	and	Weaver’s	formula	in	a	way	that	would	
apply	 to	 human	 communication.	 We	 came	 to	 the	 task	 with	
two	different	strengths.	Anita	was	fascinated	by	 the	potential	
that	changes	 in	behavior	could	cause	changes	 in	feelings	and	
in	 relationships	with	 others.	 She	 thought	 of	 behaviors	 as	 the	
intervening	variable	between	 the	 sender’s	 intention	and	what	
the	receiver	experienced.
	 Anita	 was	 already	 an	 expert	 in	 behavioral	 observation	
systems	 and	 working	 towards	 publishing	 a	 comprehensive	
reference	 manual	 containing	 as	 many	 current	 systems	 as	
possible.	 I	 brought	 to	 our	 dyad	 a	 lifetime	 thirst	 for	 theory,	
particularly	as	it	applied	to	communication,	both	conscious	and	
unconscious.

	 Shannon	 and	 Weaver	 in	 their	 mathematical	 theory	 of	
communication	 had	 identified	 variables	 that	 interfered	 with	
the	 transfer	 of	 information	 in	 mechanical	 systems	 (like	 a	
thermostat).	 They	 defined	 the	 major	 variable	 to	 be	 entropic	
noise	in	the	channel.
	 They	defined	entropic	noise	as	ambiguity	and	redundancy.	
I	 immediately	translated	their	definition	so	that	I	could	apply	
it	to	human	communication,	which	is,	indeed,	often	redundant	
and	ambiguous.
	 Listening	to	people	talk	to	each	other	with	this	in	mind,	I	
found	it	relatively	easy	to	identify	the	kind	of	talk	that	obscured	
the	 meaning	 in	 the	 message.	 For	 example,	 the	 language	 of	
ambiguity	 is	 often	 vague,	 waffling,	 wandering	 and	 wordy.	
Recognizing	what	the	ambiguous	communication	pattern	was	
also	clarified	what	it	wasn’t!	For	example,	being	specific,	giving	
examples,	being	succinct	and	clear,	significantly	increased	the	
likelihood	 the	 the	message	would	 get	 across.	The	 same	kind	
of	discrimination	also	applied	to	redundancy.	Saying	the	same	
thing	over	and	over	in	different	words	was	clearly	redundant,	
succinctness	and	keeping	to	the	point	was	not.
	 As	 soon	 as	 we	 recognized	 that	 positive	 and	 negative	
communication	 were	 two	 sides	 of	 the	 same	 coin,	 we	 had	
the	 beginning	 of	 a	 category	 system,	 contrasting	 “talk”	 that	
was	 likely	 to	 transfer	 information	 with	 talk	 that	 was	 not2.	
In	 continuing	 to	 pay	 attention	 to	 what	 appeared	 to	 transfer	
information	and	what	appeared	to	block	it,	we	also	identified	
contradictions	as	a	form	of	noise:	for	example,	a	“yes	…	but	
...”	response	may	appear	 to	signal	a	response	but	 in	fact	pre-

EmErging ThEory by yvonnE AgAzAriAn

contribution from Bill Roller and Philip Zimbardo called 
“Using Group Dynamics and the New Heroism: A study 
of Group Process.” In this article we learn how they have 
adapted the process of functional subgrouping into something 
they call strategic subgrouping and are using it in social 
change groups. I found this article heartening, as it spoke of 
an important way that SCT is changing the world that we live 
in. Next we have an article that summarizes a research study 
by a team of researchers led by João Carlos Rivera. This article 
is pure research, and for the researchers among us it is good 
to know that the ideas of SCT are being tested and validated. 

I also want to draw your attention to the Members Forum 
in this issue. In it we have the continuation of a dynamic and 
vital discussion initiated by Verena Murphy on the importance 
of language in the application of TLHS. I think that you 
will find this dialogue passionate and engaging. There are 
also contributions from Brian Conley on the discriminations 
between shame, guilt and remorse, a poem from Elaine Pratt, 
links to publications by our members, acknowledgments 
of presentations that our members have made at major 

conferences, and more.
Finally we also have the Reports and Updates from our 

work groups. As usual these demonstrate that SCTRI is an 
organization filled with vitality, creativity and activity!

As my swan song in the role of Managing Editor I am 
proud of this issue. I am even more proud of the members 
of the Newsletter group and of their sincere and passionate 
efforts! Bettie Banks, Connie Robinson, Jale Cilasun, Roelof 
Langman, Verena Murphy, and of course Jan Vadell and Kathy 
Lum, you are simply the best! I am so glad to have worked 
and played with you all of these years! So as my role changes, 
remember that my care and affection for each of you will not. 

And to all SCTRI members, as I leave this role, I wish 
you inner peace, the joy and creative freedom that emerges 
spontaneously when you listen to your inner wisdom, and the 
courage to follow your dreams. 

Until our paths cross again,

-Michael Robbins (michaelclearmind@gmail.com)

1		 In	the	process	of	developing	the	theory	behind	SAVI,	we	added	contradictions	as	an	additional	noise	factor	in	communication.	It	is	also	perhaps	
useful	to	underline	here	that	we	now	define	ambiguity,	redundancy	and	contradictions	as	three	major	restraining	forces	to	the	development	of	any	
and	all	living	human	systems.
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empts	the	initial	communication.
	 This	 fit	 in	with	 the	work	 on	 systems	 that	 I	 was	 already	
doing!	 I	 assumed	 that	 systems	 were	 likely	 to	 close	 their	
boundaries	to	noisy	communication	and	open	their	boundaries	
to	 clear	 communications:	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 transfer	 of	
information	depends	upon	the	permeability	of	 the	boundaries	
between	 sender	 and	 receiver.	 It	 is	 the	 permeability	 of	 the	
boundaries	that	is	influenced	by	noise.
	 The	 first	 step	 was	 relatively	 easy	 –	 we	 needed	 to	 chart	
communication	in	a	way	that	gave	evidence	that	the	information	
(or	 message)	 in	 the	 communication	 was	 received.	 In	 other	
words,	 that	 it	 had	 crossed	 the	 boundary	 between	 sender	 and	
receiver.
	 For	 example,	 if	 a	 question	 is	 answered,	 then	 there	 is	
evidence	 that	 information	has	 been	 transferred.	 If	 a	 proposal	
is	 followed	 by	 a	 build	 on	 the	 idea,	 there	 is	 evidence	 that	
information	necessary	for	decisions	is	being	used	but	not	when	
a	proposal	is	followed	by	an	opinion	or	unrelated	facts.

Approach and Avoidance Rows

Approach “I do want to do this…” “In answer to 
your question…” “Building on what you just 
said…”

Avoidance “You always…” “I know it won’t work …” 
“yes-but …”

	 Thus	 we	 defined	 two	 rows:	 one	 in	 which	 information	
had	been	received,	and	the	other	in	which	it	had	not.	The	first	
we	 called	approach.	The	approach	 row	contained	 categories	
that	contributed	 to	 the	 transfer	of	 information	from	sender	 to	
receiver,	 and	 therefore	 contributed	 to	 solving	 the	 problems	
endemic	 to	 the	 communication	 process.	 The	 second	 row	we	
called	avoidance	in	that	the	categories	did	not	show	evidence	
of	information	transfer	and	did	show	evidence	of	ambiguities,	
contradictions	and	 redundancies.	You	may	notice	how	easily	
approach/avoidance	 fits	 into	 a	 force	 field	 of	 driving	 and	
restraining	forces	towards	a	goal	(Lewin,	1957).
	 As	always,	there	were	categories	that	didn’t	fit	anywhere.	
We	 then	 thought	 about	 information	 flow,	 and	 realized	 that	
these	 intermediate	 categories,	 in	 themselves,	 did	 not	 contain	
information	 about	 approaching	 or	 avoiding	 the	 transfer	 of	
information.	Whether	 or	 not	 they	 contributed	 to	 information	
transfer	 depended	 upon	 the	 flow.	 If	 they	 were	 part	 of	 an	
avoidance	 flow,	 they	 contributed	 to	 avoidance.	 If	 they	 were	
part	of	an	approach	flow,	they	contributed	to	approach.	In	other	
words,	their	contribution	to	solving	the	problems	inherent	in	the	
communication	process	was	contingent	on	the	communication	
pattern.	So	we	called	this	third	row	contingent,	and	inserted	it	
between	approach	and	avoidance.

Avoidance “You always…” “I know it won’t work …” 
“yes-but …”

Contingent “I think …” “the question is …” ““my opinion 
is …”

Approach “I do want to do this…” “In answer to your 
question…” “Building on what you just said…”

	 We	now	had	three	rows	that	we	organized	in	a	sequence	
from	avoidance,	 through	contingent,	 to	approach.	This	made	
it	 possible	 to	 trace	 the	 communication	 journey	by	drawing	 a	
line	from	one	category	to	another	(rather	like	a	musical	score)	
and	see	if	the	trend	was	directed	towards	avoidance	or	directed	
towards	approach.

Taking a Talk for a Walk

Patterns Not Rows
	 We	 also	 had	 a	 clear	 understanding	 that,	 by	 modifying	
small	 sequences	 of	 categories,	 we	 could	 change	 the	 pattern	
(change	 the	 communication	music).	We	 could	 also	 see	 that,	
whereas	 we	 could	 influence	 small	 sequences	 (like	 changing	
a	“yes...but”	 to	a	“yes…and”),	 it	was	the	flow	over	 time	that	
would	 allow	 us	 to	 predict	whether	 the	 overall	 pattern	would	
support	the	work	or	undermine	it.
	 In	 other	 words,	 small	 changes	 in	 the	 communication	
pattern	 are	 integrated	 in	 the	 system-as-a-whole	 only	 when	
the	small	changes	are	not	 too	different	from	the	pattern-as-a-
whole.
	 This	was	demonstrated	in	a	small	personal	research	project	
in	which	 I	 collected	 the	SAVI	pattern	of	 a	group-as-a-whole	
(which	 was	 one	 of	 redundant	 avoidance).	 I	 expected	 the	
members	to	reflect	the	same	pattern.	However	there	was	plenty	
of	 difference	 in	 the	 member	 patterns.	 Still	 more	 strangely,	
however	diverse	the	member	responses,	the	system-as-a-whole	
washed	out	the	difference	and	the	overall	pattern	remained	in	
avoidance.
	 This	 was	 a	 useful	 illustration	 of	 how	 the	 group	 norms	
govern	which	changes	will	be	 integrated	and	which	will	not.	
Consequently,	changing	a	category	sequence	will	not	influence	
the	overall	probability	that	the	group	will	meet	its	goals.	Goal	
achievement	will	always	be	determined	by	the	communication	
pattern-as-a-whole.	 This,	 parenthetically,	 is	 the	 reason	 in	
systems-centered	 practice	 we	 teach	 functional	 subgrouping	
at	 the	 beginning	 of	 every	 group,	 so	 that	 a	 problem	 solving	
pattern	 is	established	as	soon	as	possible	 in	a	working	group	
(Agazarian,	2006).

2		Note	how	well	this	also	fits	into	an	SCT	Force	Field



Personal, Factual and Orienting Columns
	 Shannon	 and	 Weaver’s	 categories	 of	 ambiguity	 and	
redundancy	 had	 a	 particular	 meaning	 for	 me	 in	 developing	
SAVI	theory.	I	generalized	from	their	work	that	not	only	was	
ambiguity	 and	 redundancy	 a	 major	 restraining	 force	 in	 the	
communication	 channel	 between	 sender	 and	 receiver,	 it	 was	
also	 a	 major	 restraining	 force	 within	 the	 sender,	 which,	 in	
turn,	 induces	 restraining	 forces	within	 the	 receiver.	 In	 short,	
I	 defined	 a	 major	 restraining	 force	 in	 communication	 being	
a	contradiction	 in	 the	personal	and	 topic	messages:	when	 the	
words	don’t	match	the	music!
	 This	is	easily	tested	through	your	own	experience.	When	
someone	is	talking	and	is	communicating	their	person	through	
voice	tone,	gestures,	and	body	postures,	your	attention	is	drawn	
more	to	the	person	than	to	what	they	are	saying.	(In	SCT	terms,	
they	would	be	signaling	a	role	along	with	their	message.)	You,	
as	a	listener,	will	probably	have	a	personal	response	–	but	–	the	
response	will	be	 to	 the	message	 in	 the	role	(often	redundant)	
rather	than	to	the	topic,	or	content,	of	the	message	the	person	
is	sending.	 In	contrast,	when	people	are	 talking	 impersonally	
and	loading	their	communication	with	facts,	some	of	you	may	
be	 sidetracked	 into	 wondering	 “who”	 the	 speaker	 really	 is	
(ambiguity	in	the	person),	others	of	you	may	be	concentrating	
to	 get	 all	 the	message	 and	 come	 away	 tired	 (most	 speakers’	
messages	contain	a	high	redundancy),	and	still	others	will	find	
themselves	 frustrated,	 and	 retreat,	 either	 to	 criticism	 of	 the	
speaker,	 or	 drift	 away	 to	 something	more	 interesting	 in	 their	
minds.

Introducing Yin-Yang at the Top of the SAVI Columns
	 With	this	in	mind,	we	imported	a	yin-yang	circle	at	the	top	
of	each	column	in	 the	SAVI	chart.	Although	the	yin-yang,	 is	
usually	drawn	with	two	equal	components	for	our	purposes	we	
also	drew	it	with	one	side	much	larger,	and	the	other	side	much	
smaller.

	 The	 yin-yang	 that	 headed	 the	 person	 column	 (larger	 on	
the	left,	smaller	on	the	right)	demonstrated	how,	as	the	person 
component	 in	 the	message	increased,	so	the	 topic	component	
decreased.	(The	music	drowned	out	the	words.)	The	yin-yang	
at	 the	 top	of	 the	 topic	 column	 (smaller	 on	 the	 left,	 larger	on	
the	 right)	 demonstrated	 that	 as	 the	 factual	 communication	
increased,	 so	 the	 person	 communication	 decreased	 (words	
without	 music.)	 The	 yin-yang	 at	 the	 top	 of	 the	 orienting	
column	 is	 in	balance	as	 the	effect	of	orienting	behavior	does	
not	 depend	 upon	 the	 balance	 between	 person	 and	 topic,	 but	
upon	which	way	the	orientation	is	vectored,	either	towards	or	
away	 from	 the	 goal	 of	 solving	 the	 problems	 inherent	 in	 the	
communication	process.
	 We	also	recognized	that	these	yin-yang	ratios	gave	a	good	

picture	 of	 the	 likelihood	of	 the	 impact	 on	 those	who	 receive	
the	information.	When	someone	is	communicating	their	person	
through	voice	tone,	gestures,	and	body	postures,	your	attention	
is	drawn	more	 to	 the	person	 than	 to	what	 they	are	saying.	 In	
SCT	terms,	they	would	be	signaling	a	role	and	sending	a	role	
induction	 along	with	 their	message.	This	 is	 true	whether	 the	
communication	 is	 in	 the	person, topic	 or	orienting columns:	
i.e.,	personal	drawing	attention	 to	 the	person, topic	 requiring	
people	 to	 fill	 in	 the	 blanks,	 and	 orienting	 eliciting	 either	
compliant	or	defiant	roles.

The SAVI Matrix: Putting it All Together
	 We	had	now	defined	two	different	variables	that	influenced	
the	entropic	noise	in	communication	and	determined	how	much	
information	can	be	transferred	when	people	talk.	One	was	the	
balance	of	redundancy,	contradictions	and	ambiguity	contained	
within	 the	 specific	 verbal	 behaviors,	 and	 the	 second	was	 the	
ambiguity,	 contradictions	 and	 redundancy	 in	 the	 relationship	
between	what	was	being	said	and	how	it	was	being	said.
	 In	 putting	 these	 two	 variables	 together,	 we	 developed	 a	
matrix	of	columns	and	rows.	The	three	rows	identified	verbal	
behaviors	 themselves	 and	 the	 columns	 identified	 the	 balance	
between	 the	 personal	 and	 factual	 communications.	 Below	 is	
the	 current	matrix,	which	 displays	 the	 categories	 in	 the	 nine	
squares.

Making SAVI User Friendly
	 In	 one	 of	 our	 original	 SAVI	 Grids,	 we	 illustrated	 the	
relationship	between	the	different	sets	of	verbal	behavior	with	
pictures	alone!	However,	the	picture	grid	was	not	better	than	a	
thousand	words	for	everybody.
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	 Recognizing	that	the	picture	grid	was	not	for	everybody,	it		
dropped	out	of	popular	use.	Instead,	its	companion,	the	verbal	
grid,	took	its	place.
	 The	 original	 SAVI	 matrix	 has	 pictures	 of	 the	 varying	
yin-yang	 balances	 at	 the	 top	 of	 each	 column	 and	 the	 words	
Approach,	 Contingent	 and	 Avoidance	 as	 the	 labels	 for	 the	
rows.	This	today	is	our	current	version	of	that	grid.

	 However,	 for	 some,	 this	was	 not	 as	 user	 friendly	 as	we	
could	wish!	So,	years	later,	we	focused	on	how	we	could	revise	
our	grid	to	make	it	even	more	user	friendly!

Removing Yin-Yang!
	 First	we	removed	 the	yin-yang	at	 the	 top	of	 the	columns	
to	 simplify	 the	 chart.	 With	 the	 yin-yangs	 removed,	 it	 made	
it	 no	 longer	 necessary	 for	 people	 to	 think	 about	 the	 balance	
between	person	and	topic	in	the	person	system	of	the	sender,	
and	 instead,	 the	 focus	 became	 the	 categories	 that	 define	 the	
squares!
	 Removing	 the	 yin-yang’s	 at	 the	 top	 of	 the	 columns	 also	

removed	the	challenge	to	notice	that	the	different	roles	implied	
by	 the	 imbalances	of	person	and	 topic	messages	also	 tend	 to	
induce	reciprocal	roles	in	the	receiver.	This	had	its	assets	and	
liabilities.
	 There	is	the	big	advantage	of	simplicity	in	learning	small	
category	 sequences.	 Thinking	 rows	 rather	 than	 columns,	
it	 is	 easier	 to	 identify	 short	 sequences	 of	 categories	 that	
move	 communication	 out	 of	 avoidance.	 For	 example,	 the	
contradiction	in	a	“yes	…	but”	is	resolved	if	one	changes	the	
category	to	a	“yes	…	and”	(when	it	is	a	real	build	and	not	just	
a	 concealed	yes-but!).	The	 impact	 of	 a	 “leading	question”	 is	
reduced	when	one	changes	it	into	a	“real	question.”
	 However,	 the	 simplified	 SAVI	 columns	 came	 at	 a	 cost.	
With	 the	yin-yangs	 removed,	people	 are	 less	 likely	 to	notice	
the	relationship	between	the	person	and	topic	components	in	a	
communication.	Nor	is	it	likely	that	people	will	take	the	next	
step	to	recognizing	what	it	means	in	a	communication	system	
when	 there	 are	 ambiguities,	 redundancies	 and	 contradictions	
between	 the	person	and	 topic	components	of	a	message.	Nor	
are	 they	 likely	 to	 notice	 how	 the	 SAVI	 grid	 also	 makes	 it	
possible	to	identify	roles,	both	in	people	and	in	the	system-as-
a-whole.

Introducing Traffic Lights

	 An	even	more	user	friendly	innovation	was	introducing	the	
bright	red	light,	yellow	light	and	green	light	traffic	signals	in	
the	right	hand	margin	that	substituted	for	both	the	words	and	
the	meaning	of	the	approach	and	avoidance	forces’.	Popularly,	
red	 indicates	 stop,	 green	 indicates	 go	 and	 yellow	 indicates	
the	potential	transition	from	one	to	the	other.	The	traffic	light	
innovation	 is	 an	 immediate	 alert	 that	 the	 stop	 light	 stops	 the	
transfer	of	information,	and	the	green	traffic	light	gives	it	a	go.
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	 However,	 again	 we	 have	 a	 benefit	 and	 a	 cost.	Whereas	
traffic	 lights	 signal	 us	 to	 stop,	 pause	 or	 start,	 approach	 and	
avoidance	forces	do	not.
	 Approach	 and	 avoidance	 implies	 an	 action	 related	 to	 a	
specific	goal.	For	example,	approach	categories	mean	that	the	
verbal	behavior	 is	moving	 in	 a	direction	 towards	 solving	 the	
problems	 inherent	 in	 the	 communication	 process.	 To	 qualify	
as	approach,	categories	must	demonstrate	 that	 information	 is	
being	transmitted	across	the	boundary	between	contingent and	
approach,	as	when	a	question	is	answered,	or	when	approach	
categories	 demonstrate	 a	 continuing	 transfer	 of	 information,	
as	when	content	 is	summarized,	paraphrased	or	amplified,	or	
when	ideas	are	built	upon.
	 Thus	 approach	 and avoidance	 categories	 are	 more	 than	
signals	 to	 stop	 or	 go,	 and	 relate	 to	 the	 goal	 that	 SAVI	 was	
originally	designed	 to	 reach,	which	was	 to	develop	 a	picture	
of	 how	 well	 the	 problem	 of	 ambiguity,	 redundancy	 and	
contradictions	 inherent	 in	 the	 process	 of	 communication	 is	
being	 resolved.	 Ideally,	 then,	 the	 SAVI	 pattern	 would	 also	
serve	as	a	predictor	of	the	probability	of	the	success	or	failure	
of	reaching	the	goals	that	people	have	come	together	to	solve.

The Importance of Patterns
	 SAVI	 is	 more	 than	 columns	 and	 rows.	 SAVI	 is	 a	 map	
of	 patterns.	 For	 example,	 there	 is	 no	way	 of	 telling	whether	
the	red	light	behaviors	will	 in	fact	be	part	of	a	pattern	which	
indicates	high	‘green’	potential	for	solving	the	communication	
problems,	nor	whether	the	green	light	behaviors	will	be	part	of	
a	pattern	of	‘red’	ambiguity,	contradictions	and	redundancy.

Two Practical Goals for the Use of SAVI
	 SAVI	 has	 two	 kinds	 of	 work	 goals.	 One	 is	 to	 actively	
change	 the	 categories	 one	 uses	 to	 solve	 interpersonal	 and	
work	related	problems.	This	 is	done	by	observing	 interaction	
patterns	 between	 people	 with	 a	 specific	 purpose	 in	 mind:	
(as	we	 have	 said,	 changing	 yes-buts	 into	 yes-ands;	 changing	
leading	 questions	 into	 real	 questions,	 changing	 commands	
into	 proposals,	 etc.)	 These	 are	 explicit	 small	 patterns	within	
the	 context	 of	 the	overall	SAVI	matrix,	 and	 contribute	 to	 an	
increase	 in	 the	 potential	 for	 the	 transfer	 of	 information.	 The	
other	 is	 to	 decrease	 the	 contradictions	 between	 the	 person 
and	 the	 topic	 messages.	 The	 Traffic	 Light	 SAVI	 grid	 is	 a	
useful	guide	 in	 teaching	and	 learning	how	to	change	specific	
categories	to	reach	these	goals.
	 The	 second	 goal	 that	 SAVI	was	 designed	 to	 reach	 is	 to	
diagnose	 the	 probability	 that	 the	 problems	 inherent	 in	 the	
communication	 process	 itself	 will	 be	 solved	 sufficiently	 to	
allow	information	to	be	transferred	in	relationship	to	the	goals	
that	people	have	come	together	to	communicate	about.	Solved,	
not	minute	by	minute,	or	component	by	component,	but	in	the	
overall	pattern	that	determines	whether	or	not	the	information	
contained	in	the	communication	has	been	transferred.
	 Finally,	 SAVI	 is	 also	 a	 useful	 research	 tool	 and	 a	
training	tool	as	well	as	a	diagnostic.	An	interdependent	set	of	
variables	that	can	help	one	to	understand	the	influence	of	the	

communication	pattern	on	not	only	the	transfer	of	information,	
but	also	the	predictable	relationship	between	the	outcome	and	
the	way	it	is	transferred.

The Third SAVI Grid
	 Below	is	the	SAVI	grid	of	today	that	is	designed	to	keep	
the	best	of	both	of	worlds.	

	 This	grid	was	developed	as	 recently	 as	 the	year	2012.	 It	
contains	49	years	of	experience	in	putting	SAVI	into	practice,	
and	designing	and	re-designing	both	the	grid	and	the	definitions	
that	go	with	the	words	in	the	grid.	There	are	now	three	grids	
to	choose	from,	with	the	hope	that	whatever	goals	you	have	in	
using	SAVI,	there	will	be	a	grid	that	fits	your	goals.

One Final Word!
	 One	 final	 word,	 we	 all	 tend	 to	 be	 more	 comfortable	
thinking	about	either	theory	or	practice.	Top	down,	deductive	
thinkers	 enjoy	 tracing	 the	 route	 between	 the	 constructs	 of	
the	 theory	and	 its	practical	application.	Bottom	up,	 inductive	
thinkers	 prefer	 to	 focus	 on	 how	 it	 is	 useful	 in	 practice,	 and	
thus	sometimes	miss	the	theoretical	argument.	In	every	system	
based	on	theory,	there	is	always	danger	of	drift.
	 The	SAVI	matrix	 is	 useful	 as	 a	 guide	 to	 how	 to	 change	
communication	 in	 communication	 practice.	 This	 is	 one	
reason	why	SAVI	 is	 an	 excellent	 research	 tool	 and	predictor	
of	 the	 probable	 outcome	 of	 combinations	 of	 categories	 in	
communication.	 Without	 theoretical	 knowledge,	 however,	
there	is	no	way	to	know	that	SAVI	was	designed	not	to	simply	
change	 the	 behaviors	 in	 communication	 to	 make	 it	 more	
efficient,	 but	 to	 solve	 the	 underlying	 problem	 of	 the	 noisy	
ambiguities,	 redundancies	 and	 contradictions	 inherent	 in	 the	
process	of	communication	itself.	The	pattern	that	emerges	by	
using	 the	 SAVI	matrix	 can	 indicate	whether	 or	 not	 it	 is	 one	
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that	will	enable	people	 to	meet	 the	goals	of	 their	 interaction.	
The	 information	 that	 the	 SAVI	 matrix-as-a-whole	 displays	
is	 different	 from	 its	 parts.	 Its	 parts	 can	 demonstrate	 how	
to	 change	 units	 or	 communication	 so	 that	 they	 shift	 from	
avoidance	to	approach.	But	that	does	not	necessarily	mean	that	
the	 underlying	 problem	 in	 communication	 has	 been	 solved,	
as	 is	 demonstrated	 by	 the	 informal	 research	 project	 I	 did	
contrasting	 individual	 SAVI	 patterns	with	 the	 SAVI	 pattern-
as-a-whole.
	 As	the	developers	of	SAVI,	both	Anita	and	I,	and	our	two	
core	 trainers,	Claudia	Byram	and	Fran	Carter,	 hope	 that	 you	
will	bring	to	SAVI	an	understanding	of	its	theoretical	as	well	
as	its	practical	goals.
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the mobius striP oF KnowleDge 
AnD existence, APPrehension 
AnD comPrehension, exPlAining 
AnD exPloring etc.*
The inductive - deductive - inductive circle of apprehension 
and Comprehension; of discovering, knowing and learning 

etc., etc.
CONCEPT: AN IDEA ABOUT THE WAYS OF THE 
WORLD ETC.,

IDEAS OF EXISTENCE & BEING:	a	sense	of	truth	-	a	
comprehension.	 The	 source	 of	 information	 for	 inductive	
reasoning:	arguing	from	the	general	to	the	particular.	(Map	
-	the	abstract)	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	
etc.

CONSTRUCT: DESIGNS FOR CHARTING THE WAYS 
OF THE WORLD ETC.,

CONSTRUCTIONS OF EXISTENCE:	 pictures	 of	
existence	-	representations	or	pictures	of	the	idea:	a	map,	a	
model,	a	paradigm,	a	formula,	a	theory,	play	within	a	play,	
that	code	and	contain	an	implicit	interpretation	of	the	idea.	
(Map	 -	 the	noun)	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	
etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.

HYPOTHESIS: IF THIS... THEN THAT... A SURMISE 
THAT THERE IS A CONNECTION BETWEEN IDEAS 
ABOUT THE WORLD AND ITS REALITY ETC.,

INTERPRETATIONS OF EXISTENCE:	interpretations	
and	 explanations	 of	 the	 idea:	 explicit	 interpretations	
connecting	the	idea	with	reality.	(The	relationship	between	

the	map	and	reality)	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.

OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS: DO THIS AND THAT 
WILL HAPPEN...MAKING PLANS FOR CHANGE ETC.,

DESCRIPTIONS OF EXISTENCE:	defining	objective	
connections	 between	 elements	 of	 the	 representation	
(construct),	and	the	world	of	existence	in	time	and	space,	
in	which	 similarities	 and	differences	between	and	within	
objects	 and	 events	 can	 be	 described,	 observed	 and/or	
manipulated.	(Naming	the	reality	mapped)	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	
etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.

TESTING: PUTTING THE PLANS INTO PRACTICE 
AND SEEING IF THE PREDICTED CHANGES HAPPEN 
ETC.,

EXPERIENCE OF EXISTENCE: identifying	 and	
defining	 similarities	 and	 differences	 between	 objects,	
events	 and	 ideas,	 by	 description,	 observation	 and/or	
manipulation	 in	 time	 and	 space.	 (Matching	 the	map	 and	
reality)	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	 etc.,	
etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.

REALITY: EXPLORING WORLDS AND MAKING 
MAPS ETC.,

EXISTENCE:	 existential	 reality:	 the	world	 of	 existence	
in	time	and	space.	The	source	of	information	for	inductive	
reasoning:	 arguing	 from	 the	 particular	 to	 the	 general.	
(Exploring	 unknown	 reality,	 making	 maps,	 discovering	
new	realities,	revising	maps)	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	
etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.

CONCEPT: EXPERIENCING THE WORLDS ETC.,
SENSE OF EXISTENCE & BEING:	 a	 sense	 of	 truth	
-	 an	 apprehension.	 The	 non-verbal	 “insight”	 source	 of	
information	 for	 inductive	 reasoning:	 arguing	 from	 the	
general	to	the	particular.	(Universal	“is”-”is”	without	time	
and	space)	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	
etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.,	etc.

  CONCEPT: ...
   CONSTRUCT: ...
    HYPOTHESIS: ...
     OPERATIONAL DEFINITION: ...
      TESTING: ...
       REALITY: ...
        CONCEPT: ...
When	deductive	theory	comes	first	and	practice	is	derived	from	
the	theory,	 then	each	act	of	practice	tests	both	the	validity	of	
the	theory	and	the	reliability	of	the	practice.
____________
*Thanks	 to	Alfred	Korzybski,	1879	–	1950,	 the	developer	of	
the	Theory	of	General	Semantics,	for	all	of	the	etceteras!
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using sAVi AnD gottmAn’s 
reseArch For couPles in 
therAPy

-Anita Simon (anitasimon1@yahoo.com)

 I’ve used SAVI in my work with couples for over thirty 
years. It’s become a core part of what I teach my clients so they 
can partner with me to break dysfunctional communication 
loops. SAVI helps couples achieve their goals by helping 
them see a path to getting their problems solved while at the 
same time rekindling the fires of affection. In business, these 
goals are called increasing productivity and morale, and in the 
business of marriage (or any kind of partnering -  parenting, 
managing, educating or healing), the goals are surprisingly 
similar. 
  Briefly, SAVI is an observation instrument that categorizes 
human verbal behavior into nine  classes  in a 3 row by 3 column 
grid. The top row of the grid includes behaviors which are most 
likely to avoid the transfer of information, and the bottom 
row the behaviors most likely to allow information transfer. 
The middle row contains behaviors which have the potential 
to bring in new information. How that information gets used 
(i.e. is it met with Red/Avoidance behavior, Green/Approach 
behavior, or Yellow/Contingent behavior?) determines whether 
or not that Contingent information is used as “ammunition for 
attack”  or “building blocks” for problem solving. 

 It’s formulated on the following theoretical assumptions:
• Different verbal behaviors carry different potential for 

transferring information.
• Using facilitative behaviors (whether spontaneous or 

learned) increases the ability to solve problems.
 One source I use for good practices is the work of John 
Gottman (2012), an eminent couple’s researcher and couples’ 
therapist. Gottman has generated a wealth of research-based 
guidelines predicting successful and unsuccessful long term 
relationships. This article will look at examples of key Gottman 
findings and illustrate ways in which such research can be 
brought into therapeutic work. 
 SAVI defines “noise” in communication as ambiguity, 
contradiction, and/or redundancy. Noisy patterns of behaviors 
are those that inhibit information transfer and usually contain 
chronic use of red/avoidant behaviors. So in SAVI terms, 
“information transfer” is the opposite of noise, with non-noisy 
communication patterns being those that facilitate information 
transfer. 
 I’ve connected Gottman’s work to SAVI through links 
between the findings from his research and SAVI theory about 
how noise in the communication system affects the ability to 
transfer information. By using SAVI as the basis of identifying 
a couple’s actual verbal behaviors, couples can then learn to 
translate Gottman’s research findings into new behavioral 
patterns in their own relationship to help them better transfer 
information back and forth..
 For example, Gottman found the four negative behaviors 
most predictive of divorce are:

1. Criticism of partners’ personality
2. Contempt
3. Defensiveness
4. Stonewalling, or emotional withdrawal from interaction

 To illustrate how I take such research findings into my 
actual work with a couple, I first have the couple become 
familiar with SAVI concepts and actual categories. We then 
begin to define, in objective behavioral terms, what the couple 
actually does in their own conflict situations, and compare 
it with the research findings. For example, I might ask them 
to define in their own words which SAVI behaviors they 
may have been using that match the four divorce predictive 
behaviors from Gottman’s research. On the next page I’ve 
given some of the answers couples have identified in SAVI 
terms.

ThEory, rEsEArch And ApplicATion

USE OF THE SCT TRADEMARK
Only	licensed	practitioners	of	SCT	can	call	themselves	

Systems-Centered	anything!
Anyone	who	wants	to	use	SCT	materials	or	the	terms	SCT 
or	Systems-Centered,	and	who	is	not	licensed,	must	apply	
for	a	Project	License	by	contacting	the	trademark	holders,	
Yvonne	Agazarian	or	Susan	Gantt	(in	SCTRI	Director	role).
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 The lists are limited only by the couple’s imagination and 
are different for each couple. 
 What’s important to note is that if you, as therapist or 
coach, were to assign these as “communication exercises” for 
your clients (e.g., “name 3 ways you could be more positive”), 
that exercise would probably not translate into permanent 
change. What makes this process work is that it’s not therapist 
driven – it is successful because the clients themselves come 
up with their own discoveries when given these two stimuli: 

• Research results predicting marital success 
• Having recognition skills of SAVI communication 

behaviors that facilitate or inhibit information transfer, 
giving them the opportunity to investigate how their own 
communication behaviors match the research results.

   Another Gottman finding is that anger is not all bad for 
relationships. He reports that happy couples are as frequently 
angry as unhappy couples; 69% of happy couples still have 
the very same unresolved conflicts after ten years, yet remain 
happy because they do not get gridlocked in the conflict; they 
manage to get around it. He reports that the crucial factors are 
how people react to anger and how destructive they get, rather 
than the frequency of anger or fights. 
 In SAVI language, this translates into the concept that 
anger is an internal feeling that can be expressed in 
behaviors from every square in the grid, with some behaviors 
being more useful than others. Couples get a lot of mileage from 
exploring the difference between an internal feeling (anger, 
dislike, irritation, annoyance, etc) and options offered by the 
different categories of behavior they can use to express those 
feelings. For example: the partners in one couple I worked with 

were convinced that any mention of anger would be bad for 
their relationship. This was a second marriage for each. They 
reported happily “We’re never angry with each other.” But the 
repertoire of things they were free to talk about had shrunk to 
just a few safe topics such as meals and what movie or TV 
shows to watch. Talking about mundane topics is certainly not 
unusual, and in fact, most couples talk most of the time about 
non-newsworthy topics. However, excluding the difficult stuff 
of life because the topics bring up difficult-to-manage feelings 
stifles a relationship. This pair was sitting on a monumental 
load of undisclosed hurt feelings, yet each “minded their own 
business” about the partner’s decisions regarding finances, 
children, hobbies, vacations, in-laws, sexual satisfaction, etc. 
 We started by picking a “safe” disagreement to talk about 
- whether to watch a comedy or an action movie that night. I 
asked them each to say their viewpoint from several different 
SAVI behaviors (e.g., blame, leading question, opinion, facts 
& figures, sharing feelings). They practiced noticing and 
discussing what happened to their own internal feelings as 
well as noticing how the partner responded as they each tried 
to state their own position from various categories in the grid.
 Of course, the work of recognizing and tolerating 
uncomfortable feelings goes on throughout the whole process 
of therapy. Clients need to develop skills for tolerating their 
own difficult feelings, and to find ways to soothe themselves - 
and their partner - when feelings spiral up. Different behaviors 
have different potential to soothe, and clients need to practice 
and find their own favorites. This couple got to the point 
where they were able to joke about using previously forbidden 
squares: “I’m using Square 1 - You’re such a dork for wanting 
to watch a chick-flick instead of Bruce Willis!” By helping 
them to become conscious of the behaviors they had previously 

Gottman’s
Four Divorce Predicting Behaviors:

Clients translating into SAVI how they currently
use these Divorce Predicting Behaviors:

Defensiveness • Self-defensive behaviors
• Self-attacking behaviors
• Attacking the partner behaviors
• Oughtituding as if the partner should have already known 

it

Criticism of partner’s personality • Attacking
• Blaming
• Oughtituding
• Asking Righteous Questions

Contempt • Leading Questions
• Righteous Questions
• Oughtitude
• Blame

Stonewalling or emotionally
withdrawing from interaction

• Silence after partner has sought information
• Responding to Personal and Feeling Questions with  

Cognitive Answers
• Responding to Personal Questions with reasons why the 

question is a bad question
• Not responding to Personal Questions with on-target  

Personal or Feeling information
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said only silently (and blamefully) to themselves, they began 
to find different ways of talking together about previously 
forbidden content. 
 I also modeled safety and humor and “not taking things 
just personally” by making positive comments like “good job” 
when one of them got off a good Blame or Complain or Gossip 
statement at me in a practice session. The goal was to learn 
to consciously recognize behaviors they had previously been 
using unknowingly with each other. We also worked on having 
them ask each other for examples of acceptable alternative 
behaviors. In one case a partner asked the other “What 
would work better than what I said?” The other answered 
that question by responding “Try telling me about you – use 
Personal Information Current.” It helped them understand that 
the only person who really knows how they would like to be 
talked to is the listener, not the speaker, and helped them guide 
each other in the very hard struggle to find ways of saying 
“difficult things” in facilitative non-Red/Avoidance behaviors.
 They continued learning together as we practiced talking 
about riskier topics such as extended-families, finances and 
sex, using behaviors from each square, acknowledging any 
feelings that came up, and learning how to improve difficult 
communication with differential soothing effects. As they 
learned they could put words around their deeper feelings, they 
started to be able to talk about things that previously would 
have threatened their image of never being angry with each 
other.
 One of Gottman’s major findings confirms that stress 
and anxiety do indeed interfere with higher order cognitive 
functioning, as anyone can agree who has “forgotten everything 
they knew” when sitting down to take an important test. The 
“physical elements” arising in marital conflict (muscle tension, 
stomach clenching, frowning) or awareness of uncomfortable 
feelings (anger, anxiety, fear, etc.) are central to the inability 
to think clearly in conflict situations. For this Gottman advises 
at least a 20 minute cooling off period or physical relaxation 
before more hard conversation. I help couples learn to notice 
and - say out loud - when they are reaching their “blow-up” 
point. One of the ways they learn to recognize they are about to 
go explosive is by noticing they are talking (and responding) in 
the Red/Avoidance row, and not being able to stop even though 
they want to.
 I ask couples to create and practice different “cease and 
desist” signals that they both agree to honor. For example:
 • I’m reaching my blow point.

• I want to stop talking now and cool off.
• I’m getting too angry/disturbed/irritated/etc. to talk 

now.
• I can’t hear you when I’m this anxious – let’s stop, 

followed with a statement saying when it will be OK 
to try to discuss that topic, such as: Let’s talk about 
this before we go to bed. Or, let’s talk about it this 
weekend.

 Obviously not all research on couples’ behavior is 
translatable into SAVI since SAVI does not code physical 
actions or monitor internal physiology, nor does it code for 
un-verbalized thoughts that may be driving habitual negative 

attitudes toward partners. Where I do find SAVI crucially 
important is in:

• Teaching couples how to break the systemic repetitive, 
negative communication patterns to which they both 
contribute and which prevent them from coming to 
possible agreements.

• Teaching couples to identify internal dysfunctional 
patterns - hostile dialogues they are running in their 
heads which they cannot translate into verbalized, 
useable emotional content.

• Teaching couples how to make, and help each other to 
make, emotional content usefully explicit.

 This lets couples consciously talk to each other about 
previously inexpressible hurts and longings in ways that no 
longer trigger shameful or hostile thoughts, but instead provide 
information to partners that guides them to offer support and 
comfort.
 In summary, the findings from Gottman (and other 
outstanding providers of research and information on good 
practice) has guided and enriched SAVI work with couples. 
(See suggested books and authors below.) SAVI allows one 
to think of the consultation room as a “mini-research lab” in 
which the effects of verbal interventions can be assessed as 
they happen. My years of experience have morphed the core 
SAVI concept of “information transfer” from an unglamorous 
academic phrase to memories and images of couples opening 
up to each other in new ways emotionally and cognitively; 
sharing ideas, secrets, hopes and desires, and responding 
to each other with deep and caring understanding of their 
partner’s wants and needs.
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using grouP DynAmics AnD 
the new heroism: A stuDy oF 
grouP Process
Reprinted from www.thepromiseofgrouppsychotherapy.com 
with permission.

- Bill Roller (vivbill@aol.com) 
Philip Zimbardo (drzimbardo@gmail.com)

A Note from Yvonne Agazarian: Bill Roller (remember 
him from our presentation at the 2010 Philadelphia Annual 
Conference on torture?) and Phil Zimbardo (The Stanford 
Prison Study) have developed their own style of functional 
subgrouping and have called it strategic subgrouping. Bill 
wrote to me: “Thanks for your encouragement. Phil and I 
shall be using strategic subgrouping (adapted from functional 
subgrouping) in our group process with young people - helping 
them bond to act in concert with each other in taking nonviolent 
action in support of ethical causes. Your contribution to 
that aspect of organization in social psychology is deeply 
appreciated and immensely practical.”
 SCT is proud!  Read what Bill and Phil wrote:

 In the history of ideas, it is an advisable though not always 
followed practice to name the precursors of one’s concept. 
With respect to Yvonne Agazarian’s notion of functional 
subgrouping and its relation to systems theory, I’m happy to 
acknowledge her influence in the development of our notion 
of strategic subgrouping. I also acknowledge the contribution 
of Ariadne P. Beck and her theory of specific leadership roles 
which function both to maintain the system and move it in the 
direction of a goal. Other acknowledgments, more generally, 
include Franz Brentano and Edmund Husserl for the idea of 
phenomenology and the intentionality of consciousness.

The Origin of the Idea of Strategic Subgroups and the 
Creation of the New Heroism as a Political Force
 What if the same organizing principles of group dynamics 
motivate a group of torturers as well as those who obey 
their conscience? If so, what factor or factors allow a group 
of individuals to follow the path of conscience rather than 
obedience to external authority? Most individuals who join 
task groups seek to be a part of an effort larger than themselves, 
to find acceptance in the eyes of their peers, and to follow the 
means necessary to accomplish the goal they have agreed to 
pursue. While group formation may arise from this common 
origin, the subgroups that develop will differ according to the 
following variables:

1. Task leadership and the emerging leadership roles that 
are restrained or allowed to develop.

2. Group norms that emerge from the work of the 
strategic subgroups which develop.

3. The explicit goals of the group.

 We propose that the creation of strategic subgroups, 
initiated by the task leader or leaders, but emerging from 
the group–as–a-whole, is the crucial factor. The difference 
between a group that obeys conscience and one that obeys 
external authority lies in how the scapegoating process is 
managed—either fostered or reconfigured. 
 In groups of torturers, the scapegoat leadership role is 
fostered and encouraged –and eventually included as a member 
- but not before his or her scapegoat image is projected onto 
an external other who becomes the “enemy.” The defiant 
leadership role is mostly suppressed in favor of authoritarian 
unity. What is lost is the defiant leader’s ability to question the 
accepted norms the group will follow. No one else will step up 
to challenge them.
 In groups of conscience followers, the scapegoat leadership 
role is consciously reconfigured by a succession of gradual 
differentiations and identifications with others in the group. 
The group follows a path of increasing complexity - and the 
scapegoat is not projected outward onto the alien “other.”
 The defiant leadership role is encouraged and leads the 
group to greater ambiguity - as members strive to develop 
cohesion through increasing identification with the agreed 
upon ethical values.
 The formation of strategic subgroups is essential for this 
process.
 The subgroup is strategic because it has an explicit 
goal. It is a subgroup because it is forged through a series of 
incremental agreements to act in concert with specific ethical 
values and with a high degree of loyalty to members based 
on a pact of conscience. The system matures as the strategic 
subgroups discriminate between similarities and differences, 
including similarities in apparent differences and differences in 
apparent similarities, leading to the gradual integration of these 
discriminations.
 The New Heroism is based on the suppositions stated 
above. It proposes to develop a cohesive group of individuals, 
sociocentric in outlook and loyal to each other, that will 
consciously avoid the development of a scapegoat and the 
subsequent projection of the scapegoat figure outwards. That 
same group will support the development of one, perhaps 
many, defiant leaders, and the full complexity and ambiguity 
this implies. Such a concept will naturally represent a challenge 
to all political systems that rely on authoritarian means to 
control their followers. Therefore, the formation of strategic 
subgroups will encounter much resistance from institutions 
that represent the status quo among the governments of nations 
and their leaders. 
 This is just a brief article that highlights one aspect of 
our project. More will follow as we gather data and refine our 
thoughts on this unique study. 
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results oF construct AnD 
VAliDAtion stuDies oF A scAle 
to Assess grouP DeVeloPment; 
A summAry

- João Carlos Oliveira (oliveirajoao67@gmail.com)
José Manuel Miguez (miguez@fpce.uc.pt)                                                                     

Paulo Renato Lourenço (prenato@fpce.uc.pt)
   João Maroco (jpmaroco@ispa.pt)

 Editors note: This article is pure research and will be 
difficult to understand for non-researchers. We have decided 
to include it with all of the research jargon “as is” for the 
benefit of those members who are researchers. The results of 
this study demonstrate a high degree of rigor in the research 
world. Our apologies to those of us who will have a difficult 
time following all of the research jargon!  (I am actually in that 
sub-group!)

 The purpose of the study was to build and validate an 
evaluation scale of group development, get a score for a 
group development variable, contribute to the understanding 
and research of group development theory, and to explain the 
validation process of the scale.
 We used Lourenço’s (2002) definition of a group, whose 
essential characteristics are interaction, interdependence, the 
whole group’s dynamics, the pursuit of common goals, and 
the existence of temporal and psychological boundaries. To 
explain these characteristics, we relied on Lewin’s (1935) 
dynamic theory of personality, Lewin’s (1939/2006) field 
theory, and his theory (1933/1935) on how environmental 
forces impact child behavior and development. We also relied 
on the Theory of Living Human Systems (Agazarian & Gantt, 
2000), and  systems-centered training (Agazarian, 1997/2004), 
Bion’s (1952/2004) theory on group dynamics, the group 
development theories (e.g., Bennis & Shepard, 1956/1981; 
LaCoursiere, 1980; Miguez & Lourenço, 2001; Tuckman, 
1965/2001, and Wheelan, 1994).
 
Methodology
 These theories led us to build a questionnaire of 36 
items; 6 for each development phase (dependency, division, 
integration, and realization) and 6 for the first cycle (phases 
1 and 2) and another 6 for the second cycle (phases 3 and 4). 
We applied Lawshe (1975) procedures to the six experts panel, 
to evaluate the content validity, which resulted in our Group 
Development Assessment Questionnaire (GDAQ).
 247 Portuguese team sports players and coaches of 
22 sports teams responded individually to our GDAQ on 
perceptions of their group. The validity of their responses 
were analyzed through an Exploratory Factor Analysis, and 
a Confirmatory Factor Analysis in the context of Structural 
Equation Models, based on the application procedures 
prescribed by Marôco (2010a, 2010b). We also applied the 
questionnaire to an independent sample of 188 Portuguese 

team sports players of 12 teams, to analyze the invariance 
model through a Multigroups Analysis based on the procedures 
of Marôco (2010a). Finally, the criterion validity resulted from 
the Pearson correlations analysis, which were interpreted 
under the rules of thumb proposed by Hinkle, Wiersma, & 
Jurs (2003), significantly criteria was p<0.001, and from the 
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney 
test or from mean test (t-Student) according Marôco (2010b) 
procedures.

Results
 The questionnaire exhibited content validity (CVR≥.99, 
p=0.05; and CVI≥.99, p=0.05). The Exploratory Factor 
Analysis together and the wide theoretical supported a 4-Factor 
model. We performed thorough statistical analyses on the 
responses to our questionnaire and discovered it has factorial 
(the items measure the latent factor to be measured) and 
convergent (the items from a construct present a positive 
and high correlations among themselves) validity but did not 
show discriminant validity (the items that define a particular 
construct are not correlated with items that supposedly measure 
a different construct). Like Wheelan & Hochberger (1996) we 
found a significantly positive high correlation between scale 
III and IV which led us to fuse these scales (3-Factor Model) 
and perform the same tests. We founded the latent variables 
dependency, integration, and realization exhibited high 
positive and statistically significant correlations between them, 
and that the latent variable division showed a low negative and 
significant correlation with the other latent variables of the 
4-factor model, such as dependency, and integration, and a 
moderate negative and significant correlation with realization. 
 Building upon these results, and on the ground theories 
of this work, we relabeled dependency into orientation, and 
we reframed orientation, integration and realization items as 
driving forces and division items as restraining forces (2-Factor 
Model). This 2-Factor model showed construct related validity, 
through factorial validity [factor weights above .50; individual 
reliability over .25; very good global adjustment quality (CFI, 
RMSEA, P[rmsea≤.05]); good global adjustment quality (X2/df, 
GFI, PCFI, PGFI), convergent validity (composite reliability 
above .70; and average variance extracted (AVE) above 
.50), and discriminant validity (AVEDF and AVERF both above 
r2

DFRF)], and invariance of the factor weights and covariance 
in the independent sample (external validity). We got to 
the score of group development variable by the sum of the 
product of each weight factor by all items values. This group 
development score showed criterion validity (distinguishes 
groups of different levels), i.e., our results support that higher 
scores of group development have significantly lower scores or 
restraining forces, and significantly higher scores of perception 
of being a team and perceived productivity.

Theoretical Implications
 Moving from a three- or four-factor model to a two-factor 
factor model means a shift from a sequential perspective 
(where the score indicates which development phase a group is 
in) to a process perspective (where the dynamics of driving and 
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restraining forces can be seen to exist along the developmental 
process regardless of the phase). In the process perspective, 
the higher the score on the perception of driving forces, the 
higher is the maturity level of the group. We reframed Bion’s 
(1952/2004) group dynamics theory, that is at the root of group 
development theory, into a force field (Lewin, 1939/2006), of 
driving and restraining forces.

Practical Implications
 This study has practical applications for coaches of sports 
teams and researchers. It can help coaches of sports teams 
to see which restraining forces to weaken to allow for the 
development of the driving forces, which will result in an 
increase of team productivity. This model provides a measure 
of group development for both levels of analysis (individual’s 
perceptions of their group and group), that can be applied 
in group development research, because the outcome of a 
score to group development displays construct, external and 
criterion-related validity. As far as we know this is the first 
empirical study to show all those validities and support the 
systems-centered theory of group development (Agazarian & 
Gantt, 2005) in which each phase of system development is 
understood as a force field of driving and restraining forces in 
relation to the development goal of the system in each phase.
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membershiP renewAl
Easy online renewal!

Go to www.systemscentered.com & click “Join/Renew Membership”

Update your directory information, pay with PayPal (or download the renewal form)

 and learn more about your membership benefits

The membership renewal fee is $200 with a discounted rate of $50 for full-time students.  
Membership is available to anyone who wants to join. Dues are “more if you can, less if not”  

depending on your resources. You are free to decide what is affordable for you.

The membership year runs February 1 – January 31
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sysTEms-cEnTErEd TrAining progrAm
sct trAining oVerView
 There is a wide variety of training opportunities at the four 
levels of training described below, as well as specialty training 
with SAVI (a communications model) and with SCT applied to 
couples and organizations.
 Systems-centered training combines group work practicum 
(where you learn by working as a member of a group), and 
theoretical and technical training. You can learn about SCT by 
attending training events at the level that matches your interest 
and resources, i.e., time, energy and money. These training 
tracks range from exploring SCT to making a commitment to 
formal training. The approach to training is functional with less 
emphasis on “checking off” certain experiences and more on 
mastering the theory, methods, and techniques at each level of 
training.

Levels of SCT Training: Exploration, Foundation Training, 
Intermediate Training, and Advanced Training.

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 group 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, sipping or drinking 
deeply as your interests and resources permit.

Foundation Training: For Learning SCT
 Some people discover enough value in SCT theory and 
practice to consider making SCT a primary orientation to their 
work. The Foundation training emphasizes learning to use SCT 
methods with one’s self and gaining the personal development 
and training that comes from working in an ongoing training 
group with sufficient intensity to explore and contain one’s own 
issues with authority. At a minimum, a training group and some 
work with theory are foundations to further work in SCT. 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
 Intermediate training is for those interested in using SCT 
as their major theoretical orientation and work toward the goal 
of becoming a licensed systems-centered practitioner. Members 
apply for Intermediate training experience after having learned 
to use SCT as a training group member, to understand basic 
SCT theory, and to understand and contain the dynamics of 
their own authority issue. The Intermediate level of training 
introduces more focus on theory, on the technical skills of SCT, 
on managing role boundaries, and on containing the dynamics 
of a system. Intermediate training includes the Intermediate 
Skills Training, the Intermediate Mentor Training, and the 
Authority Issue Group. The Skills Training focuses on the 
technical skills of defense modification in Modules I and II. 
The Intermediate Mentor Training focuses on the management 
of oneself in relation to changing roles and contexts. The 
Authority Issue Group is a training group working the issues of 
Module III in depth. At the Intermediate level, participants also 
work in a Theory group and in an ongoing Consultation group 
in addition to their ongoing training group.

Advanced Training
 Advanced training activities emphasize integrating 
comprehensive and apprehensive knowledge in role, and 
related to goal and context in application settings. One major 
advanced training track is 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 is another context for advanced 
training. An advanced training track is also offered at the 
Annual Conference for post-Authority Issue Group members 
and a special advanced training group is offered each summer. 
Advanced members also work with mentors to develop training 
opportunities.

 Advanced training groups are also offered at the Annual 
Conference. 

creAtiVe oPPortunity
Have you ever wanted to make a real contribution?  Would you like to be part of a super-exciting, fun work group?  
Do you have a flair for words?  The SCT News is looking for new editors for the Theory, Research and Application 

section! If you have writing skills and a good working knowledge of TLHS please contact Michael Robbins at 
michaelclearmind@gmail.com or Roelof Langman at roelof.langman@gmail.com
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intermeDiAte trAining leVel  
 For members who may be planning to apply for the next 
Authority Issue Group (AIG) in order to move toward licensing 
as an SCT Practitioner, now is a good time to start to plan 
your next steps in training. The next AIG will not start before 
the end of 2015, so there is time to focus on increasing your 
understanding of theory, honing your skills in applying SCT, 
and increasing your capacity to work in attunement. 
 In SCT, we have a value that members move through the 
levels of training based on their readiness rather than following 
a timetable of training. Consulting with your trainer around 
your readiness to enter the Intermediate level is important. 
Members often feel a “push” to complete the Intermediate 
prerequisites in the year approaching the application deadline 
for the AIG. However, members who begin the Intermediate 
level of training a few years before the AIG application year 
and who take advantage of the diversity of offerings are more 
likely to be prepared for the challenging work of the AIG. 
 The Intermediate level of training is composed of a 
sequence of required trainings, as well as other strongly 
recommended trainings. The sequence of required trainings 
is Intermediate Skills Training, Mentor Training, and the 
Authority Issue Group. Other trainings at the Intermediate 
level are as follows:

Container Training
Intermediate Leadership Training
Roles workshop 
Intermediate SAVI workshops
Three-Year Intermediate Group

 Many members have found it valuable to take various 
Intermediate trainings more than once in order to have a solid 
grounding in theory and skills. 
 In addition to the above trainings, members working at 

the Intermediate level have the responsibility to organize their 
membership in three contexts:

• Ongoing consultation with an SCT Practitioner. 
Consultation is the major environment for developing 
the ability to apply systems-centered theory, methods 
and techniques in your work context. Consultation 
is essential to learning to apply SCT with one’s self 
and in one’s contexts. Consultation can be arranged 
individually or in small groups. 

• Ongoing experiential training practicum. Typically 
these trainings occur in SCT groups that meet regularly, 
led by an SCT Practitioner.  Experiential training 
contributes to the learning goals of the Intermediate 
level by providing opportunities to identify and 
undo the restraining forces (such as old roles and 
redundant behavioral patterns) to being in attunement. 
Experiential groups also provide a working laboratory 
for observing the phases of group development and 
one’s reaction to them.  Members who don’t have 
these groups available to them work with a Training 
Mentor to make use of Intermediate level experiential 
workshops (for example, the 3-Year Intermediate 
Group at the SCT Annual Conference).

• Theory group seminars. The goal is to deepen 
understanding of the Theory of Living Human 
Systems (TLHS) and systems-centered thinking. 
Because each of the SCT protocols and interventions 
is linked to the theory, a deeper understanding of the 
theory contributes to the member’s understanding of 
why a particular intervention might be useful. These 
seminars occur on the phone bridge, in small groups 
or in conjunction with an ongoing training group.

 For more detailed information about the Intermediate 
Level of training, go to www.systemscentered.com/training.

progrAm noTEs

scTri rEporTs And UpdATEs

sctri in A nutshell:  
the orgAnizAtion

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

Board of Directors: Sets policy, oversees organizational 

direction, structure and function. This group meets twice 
yearly; selects, supports and guides the Director; and is made 
up of members at the advanced training level and beyond.

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

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

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

Treasurer: Keeps an eye on the ability of SCTRI to support its 
activities and events with adequate financial resources.

Steering Group: Implements policies and links Action Groups. 
Selected by and acts with the authority of the Board of Directors 
between its semi-annual meetings; meets weekly.

System Mentors: Keep an eye on the overall functioning 
of SCTRI and system-centered training with the goal of 
maintaining the spirit and values of SCT. Mentors consult to 
members and Action Groups as needed.

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

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

From the AssociAte Director
 The central role of Associate Director is to understand the 
inner workings of the organization. This means keeping my 
finger on the pulse of what is happening in SCTRI and then 
translating this understanding into interventions that reduce 
restraining forces - whatever they may be. I have been spending 
my time in the role and getting a feel for it. This has been done 
primarily through my membership in a number of critical 
groups – the Board of Directors (which meets twice a year), 
the Steering Group (which meets weekly on the phone), and 
through my liaison work with the two administrators, Kathy 
Lum and Jan Vadell (we meet on the phone every two to three 
weeks). Susan Gantt and I also liaise to share our perspectives 
on what is going on.
 From all this I get a growing sense of where the organization 
is energized, developing, maturing and transforming, as well as 
where there are spots of lower energy, and where restraining 
forces are getting in the way of the developmental drives. 
 Recently, I have taken on a new role – Annie MacIver 
and I have joined Norma Safransky and Susan Beren to share 
responsibility for putting on the next Annual Conference in San 
Francisco in 2014. In doing this we have followed Susan and 
Norma’s lead, so that the Co-Director system has gone from a 
pair to a threesome, to a group. There is something satisfyingly 
appropriate about this – SCT is all about groups, and so to have 
a group organizing the Conference, the central event of the year 
for SCTRI, feels fit and proper. 
 It also changes the structure in a way which I think will 
support the function – this new group will work to build its 
system so that it will be able to allocate plenipotentiary 
authority to members, so that the work gets shared and no one 
has to do everything. This is isomorphic with the leading edge 
for SCTRI, where the Board had charged the Steering Group 
to work with Action Groups to clarify issues of authority, 
accountability and responsibility, so that these groups can be 

granted plenipotentiary authority when they have the resources 
to take work on, and are in a phase of development which 
supports such a transfer. 
 I think that being a member of the new Annual Conference 
Co-Director system will give me a fantastic insight into the 
inner workings of SCTRI, as it is an extension of the ongoing 
experiment of putting systems-centered theory and methods 
into practice, and living our values as we do it. 
 I have another ambition – the theme of the Annual 
Conference is “Differences as a Resource for Change and 
Creativity.” For this theme to come to life it seems vital to me 
that those involved in organizing it use the differences they 
bring as opportunities and resources to access our creativity, 
embracing new approaches and innovative ideas where they 
build on SCT practice and values. Isomorphically, taking the 
current organizational pulse, I think this is a leading edge for 
us – how to get the work done, remain true to the spirit of SCT,  
ensure that we have some fun while we do so, and have the 
room to spread our wings and experiment. 

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

steering grouP
 One of the benefits of writing this Steering Group update 
twice a year is that it provides us with an opportunity to take 
a step back and to view our weekly work from a more long-
term perspective. In doing so this time, we became aware of 
some important shifts in our work since we last updated the 
membership in the Fall issue of the SCT Newsletter. 
 One major shift is a change in membership. At our Board 
meeting in October the Steering Group proposed that members 
of the Board serve a six month tenure as a Steering Group 
member so that Board members have a “hands-on” experience 
of the work of running the organization on a weekly basis. Eileen 
Jones was the first to volunteer, and - based on her satisfaction 
with working in the group - she has decided to extend her 
membership beyond her original six month commitment. 
Another Board member, Dave Schwing, has recently joined the 
Steering Group as a long-term member. With this change in 
membership, we are aware of a sense of openness and a shift 
in energy in our work as the new members bring in different 
resources and perspectives, a shift that we can trace back to the 
addition of Mike Maher who joined the group last year with 
much energy and experience in Organizational Development.   
Mike is also our first European Steering Group member!
 Another important developmental shift has been our 
increased attention to plenipotentiary power - both within the 
Steering Group and in relation to the Action Groups. Within the 
past year, the Steering Group has given plenipotentiary power 
to individual members or to a portion of the Steering Group as 
a way of managing the increased volume and frequency of work 
as the organization has expanded. As we have experimented 
with taking up plenipotentiary power, we have noticed an 
increase in energy within the members who have taken up this 
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authority, as well  as a more energetic work environment in the 
group since each member no longer needs to attend to so many 
details and emails between meetings.
 Based on our own experience within the Steering Group 
as well as SCTRI’s value of de-centralized authority, we have 
begun to pay more attention to the goal of having Action Groups 
take up plenipotentiary power in their work. As we meet with 
each Action Group, we are paying attention to the phase of 
development of the group so that we can provide the support to 
help each group to develop into the Work Phase, at which point 
they will take up plenipotentiary power. Our goal is to provide a 
work environment at each level of organizational work that will 
allow for the emergence of energy and resources and that will 
enrich our system-as-a-whole. We are excited about this new 
way of working and proud and grateful that our members and 
Action Groups have used SCT methods to develop various work 
groups that can take up their authority to use their particular 
expertise to support SCTRI in achieving its goals.

- Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com) 
Dorothy Gibbons (dorothygibbons2@yahoo.com)

Eileen Jones (pershore@aol.com)
Joy Luther (joyluthersoffice@gmail.com)

Mike Maher (mike.maher1@me.com)                                                                                                                                 
Dave Schwing (dave.schwinglcsw@gmail.com)

 
system mentors
 The System Mentors said goodbye to Susan Cassano who 
left the group this fall after contributing her time, energy and 
heart to the role for several years. We wish her all the best 
as she reduces her organizational commitments and focuses 
on Conference training roles, her practice in Austin and 
commitments in her personal life.
  The group also welcomed Jon McCormick as a new System 
Mentor. Jon has been an active and involved member of SCTRI 
from the beginning, is currently on the Board, was a member of 
the Steering Group for many years and Co-Directed the Annual 
Conference as it continued to develop the Conference system. 
Jon brings clarity of vision, an understanding of the larger 
system issues and conflicts, a sense of the important questions 
to ask, and compassion and caring to the role.
  So, good-bye Susan C. and hello Jon!

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

 Susan Gantt (sgantt@systemscentered.com)
Jon McCormick (jm2022@columbia.edu)

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

AnnuAl conFerence 2013______
 Reflections of a Retiring Conference Co-Director
 At the time of writing this, it is already nearly a month 
since the 2013 SCTRI Annual Conference in Philadelphia yet it  
still seems so close. On reflection this is because I have kept so 

much of the experience with me.
 As Annual Conference Co-Directors we (that is Susan 
Beren, Norma Safransky and myself) spent so much time and 
energy thinking about, planning and liaising with so many 
others inside and outside the organization that by the time the 
Conference arrived we were hard wired to spot glitches and 
potential problems. All this was most ably supported by the vast 
experience of Kathy Lum and Jan Vadell.
 For us, the work at the Conference started on the Friday 
before as we met with Kathy and Jan and the Hotel staff to 
review the arrangements for the seven days. So when I was half 
awake on Friday morning and was sure I had spotted a major 
flaw in our planning - I was sure it must be serious! In my half 
waking state I just could not see or even imagine how all the 
elements of the program could possibly fit together and work. 
To list just some; eight Institutes at the weekend, three of them 
whole week programs, over 15 different morning trainings, 
22 afternoon workshops, large group, breakfast events, 
registration, bookstore, evening events; some big, some smaller 
but all important and lunchtime events (I am sure I have missed 
some) and all this had to fit smoothly into the hotel space with 
precise timing and with all relevant working equipment ready. 
Oh! And not to forget we had over 150 participants descending 
upon us at this precise moment. 
 With all this in my head, I saw no way this could possibly 
work I was in a cold sweat panic that no SCT protocol could 
possibly manage! 
 The portended disaster did not happen and what did still 
leaves me with breathtaking surprise. Everything went so 
smoothly that participants and presenters alike kept saying 
“great Conference,” “what great energy,” “I’m learning so 
much!”
 I have continued to reflect on this and I am sure I will 
continue to do so as it is such a rich vein of learning.
 The Co-Directors and administrators met each morning 
before anything started and each day we looked for problems 
and found none, we tried to invent some to have something to 
do but that, thankfully, came to nothing.
 We saw we were getting lots of feedback, not complaints 
but suggestions and ideas about additions, changes and  
improvements. So in the end we had to admit - it went well.
 I found myself asking “how did this happen” and 
realized that answer is very simple, and no less amazing for 
that – everyone worked in their functional role. Leaders 
were leaders, presenters were presenters, coordinators were 
coordinators, administrators were administrators, participants 
were participants and most importantly of all,  members were 
members – all of us. That’s the nature of living systems. And 
the shift from one role to another was smooth! So that’s how it 
works!
 I know I, as do others, continue to reflect on the experience 
of the Conference long after it is over and rarely appreciate 
what has changed until I embark on my other roles in life.
 As I step out of the Conference Co-Director role, the 
change is profound.
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 There was a glitch as I got triggered into one of my old 
roles more or less as soon as I returned to work (the world was 
just not as I wanted it to be!). I was able, with some help, to 
stand back and simply ask myself if this was the role I wanted 
to be in. The answer was a clear NO! The functional role was 
obvious so stepping into it was not too difficult especially with 
all the practice I had had as a Conference Co-Director and the 
shift was with little turbulence (following a few repairs) and 
with a little effort to re-vector my energy. 
 I have many more learnings and surprises but at this point 
I invite and indeed urge all of you who attended the Annual 
Conference to continue reflecting on your own experience at 
and after the Conference and consider if there is more feedback 
about what worked and ideas for change and development. 
 The 2014 Annual Conference system is in the very able 
hands of the new Conference Co-Director system, Susan Beren, 
Norma Safransky, Mike Maher and Annie MacIver and very 
ably supported by Kathy Lum and Jan Vadell.
 My final words are to thank everyone who played a part 
in the Conference in all roles, I am  grateful for the way you 
brought your energy in ways that made such a successful 
Conference and my time as a Co-Director so rewarding. It is a 
role I could recommend and at this point I have no regrets even 
though it is fair to say there were times when in it I wondered 
what I had got myself into!
 See you next year in other roles.

- Ray Haddock (rayhad@doctors.org.uk)
on behalf of the 2013 Annual Conference Co-Director Team

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

Annual Conference Location Survey Results
 Last Fall the Board of Directors, in response to questions 
and feedback from members over the years, asked that a brief 
survey be done to poll the membership and past Conference 
attendees about which cities attendees might like to meet in, 
or that have attractions we would find alluring, and could even 
serve as a vacation destination for an extended stay. We included 
monetary factors since most of the alternative locations would 
likely increase the cost of attending the Conference (e.g., 
New York, Florida, Washington, D.C., etc.). The survey was 
exploratory at this point, since we are reasonably satisfied 
with our current locations, which include Atlanta, Philadelphia 
and San Francisco, although we want to keep an open mind to 
alternatives that might be fun and/or attractive to members and 
other potential attendees. 
 The current criteria for determining Conference locations 
includes: a local SCT community (provides a base of members 
to attend the Conference, as well as to assist with local marketing 
and other activities), reasonable costs to both the Conference 
registrant and the organization, accessibility to easy travel, 
and the Conference hotel’s proximity to local amenities, e.g., 
restaurants, shopping, local attractions, etc.

The survey was sent to approximately 250 people with 82 
people responding (an excellent response rate-thanks!).

Question 1: Rank order specific alternate cities:
New York: 36% 
Austin: 26% 
Seattle: (Pacific Northwest) 16% 
Washington, D.C.: 10% 
New Orleans:  7% 
Florida: 5%

Question 2: If one of your top cities was selected and the travel 
costs (transportation, hotel and meals) were increased, how 
likely would you be to attend?
If increased from $0 - $100, 84% indicated they would be very 
likely to attend; for an increase of $300 - $500, 30% indicated 
they would be unlikely to attend. 

Question 3: Determined that a family vacation destination 
would not influence the decision to attend (67%).

Question 4: How important are direct airline flights to the 
location (some cities are not connected to a major airport hub 
which means you may have to stop at an extra airport before 
reaching your final destination)?
48% indicated this was somewhat important, 37% very 
important and 11% responded that it would not influence their 
decision to attend.

Question 5: How important is it that the Conference location 
is in close proximity to a major city? 
38% indicated it was very important with 36% indicating it was 
somewhat important.

Question 6:  Weighing the pros (e.g., exciting location, 
possibility of extending your stay for vacation, attracting 
people [old and new] who might be more likely to come because 
of the location), versus the cons (e.g., increased cost, extra 
stopover for some locations, absence of local SCT community 
to support the Conference in some locations), would you like 
SCTRI to continue to explore the possibility of holding our 
Annual Conference in a new location, such as the cities listed 
above?
83% said yes, with 17% saying no.

We will keep you posted as we explore other cities.

 - Dick Ganley (dickganley@aol.com 
Jan Vadell (jan@systemscentered.com)

continuing eDucAtion
 For the most part, the CE process is running smoothly. 
The new systems put in place over the past two years have 
brought uniformity to the information available about training 
offerings, as well as allowing SCTRI to keep its APA Approved 
CE provider status. 
 Change is in the wind, however, as Heather Twomey, the 
Conference CE Coordinator, is considering moving on to put 
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her energy into other pursuits. We have not yet found anyone 
with both the skills and availability to fill this role, which is 
one of the most important in the SCTRI system regarding CE’s. 
Dick Ganley has also been giving some initial consideration 
toward moving his energy out of the CE Coordinator role. 
 The Conference CE Coordinator role, in addition to being 
important, is also one in which there is potential for earning 
work exchange. If you have any interest in either of these 
positions, or know of anyone who does, please send them our 
way. 

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

Heather Twomey (heather.twomey@gmail.com)

FunDrAising
 Our Fundraising Action Group has been busy planning for 
the Conference 2013 this past April, where we were surprised 
to raise a record $4,627 for the Yvonne Agazarian Research 
Scholar Fund. (In comparison, last year’s fundraising efforts 
netted a terrific $3,348!) 
 We met our goal of having enough money to support two 
research scholars to attend our Conference next year, and 
keeping some reserves for potentially leaner years. We are very 
grateful to all of you in our community who participated in the 
games and the Silent Auction, and want to send each one of you 
who contributed to our success a heartfelt Thank You!
 In particular, we want to thank our volunteers for the Jelly 
Bean game: Wayne Dorris, Annie MacIver, and Brian Conley - 
this game alone made $310 - and Michelle Lynsky for her help 
during the Bingo game ($1,661). We share our success with you 
all, and look forward to a rewarding Conference 2014 in San 
Francisco!

-Lorie Barber (fbarber711@aol.com)
Gayna Havens (gaynahavens@rcn.com)
Verena Murphy (vmch99@hotmail.com)

 Elaine Pratt (elainepratt35@gmail.com)
Debby Ziegler (dzconsult@aol.com)

reseArch
 Over the past six months the Research group, whose 
current membership consists of Dick Ganley and Fran Carter, 
has continued to evolve. At the last Board Meeting in March, 
Dick was approved as the SCTRI Research Director, a position 
that has been open since Rich O’Neill moved into Research 
Director Emeritus status a few years ago. Rich remains active 
in research involving SCT through his faculty position in the 
Dept. of Psychiatry at SUNY Upstate Medical University. 
 The Research Director role is evolving, and will include 
being a resource for research within the organization, and 
working with the Steering Group and Board on the future vision 
of research within SCTRI. Dick is also developing a study to 
see if SCT-based groups can be effective in treating combat-
related PTSD in veterans from the Iraq and Afghanistan wars.

 Research, as the saying goes, is often “where the rubber 
meets the road.” Do the hypotheses generated from the Theory 
of Living Human Systems, and the way they are implemented 
in our methods and practice, hold up? 
 If you would like to be part of the effort to find out, or 
would simply like to explore some research ideas with Dick 
and Fran, regardless of whether they have to do with clinical 
work, organizational development, education, or other areas of 
application, please contact us!

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

sct-yorK
 The York annual training week is coming up, September, 
16-20, 2013! There will be four training tracks: Foundation 
Training led by Yvonne Agazarian; an Organization track led 
by Susan Gantt; an Intermediate Leadership track led by Fran 
Carter, and an Intermediate Skills training for those wishing to 
progress through the training system, led by Ray Haddock. 
 As usual, the event will be held in King’s Manor, a 12th 
century building in the centre of the city of York. It is a beautiful 
setting (if a little chilly even on a sunny day!), and located close 
to cafes, restaurants, shops and accommodations. York Minster, 
one of Europe’s most magnificent cathedrals, is close by, and 
the Museum Gardens behind King’s Manor overlook the river 
and provide a good spot for a picnic lunch. York is a small and 
safe city and it is possible to walk everywhere. 
 Follow this link for more details and registration: bit.ly/
sct-york-2013. You can also contact Juliet Koprowska, +44 
(0) 1904 32 1256; juliet.koprowska@york.ac.uk or, Susan 
Gantt, 001-404-261-5559 x1; sgantt@systemscentered.com for 
further information.

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

sVensKA sct- Föreningen
 The Swedish SCT-Association continues its work to be 
visible in the Swedish community. As a result of the successful 
OD Conference in August last year we had a substantial growth 
of membership. We are pleased that there is now enough energy 
to start building a second regular training group, which will be 
held on Saturdays (the first one is being held on Fridays).
 If you want an opportunity to visit Stockholm, consider 
attending our annual workshop, January 20-23, 2014, held in a 
beautiful venue in the old city, in an area of town with beautiful 
alleyways, a variety of restaurants and shopping. 
 The January workshops are becoming more and more 
international. Last year we had participants from all over the 
world (Japan, US, UK, Denmark, Switzerland). The trainings 
are led by Susan Gantt, with co-leaders Sven-Erik Viskari, 
Erika Ekedal and Rowena Davis. We are offering a three-day 
Foundation and Intermediate experiential training, a one-
day training for individuals specializing in Organizational 
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Development, and a three-day Container training. 
 Greetings to you all from Svenska SCT-föreningen!

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

trAiners grouP
 Our recent meetings this past Fall and Winter have built on 
the work of our last update for the Newsletter. 
 The Board has asked each region to create a twice a year 
report in preparation for the Board on SCT training within each 
region. The trainers subsequently asked that these reports also 
be sent to the Trainers group so we can all be aware of successes 
and challenges in the training system-as-a-whole. 
 A few examples would include that one of our members, 
Susan Lange, has prepared an introductory workshop outline 
that was then shared with other trainers rather than “reinventing 
the wheel.” Also Erika Ekedal’s training group in Sweden and 
Susan Gantt’s in Atlanta has resulted in an increase of members 
seeking training, Rowena Davis has traveled to Sweden to 
give SAVI trainings, and Angelika Zollfrank has started a new 
training group in the New England area, mentored by Fran 
Carter!
 Another piece of business taken up recently is related 
to Susan Cassano’s leaving the Trainers Group, though she 
will continue as a licensed practitioner, and continue to lead 
trainings at our Annual Conference. Susan  also gave the group 
notice that she will be giving up her role as liaison between 
the Trainers Group and the Conference, and be devoting her 
energies to staffing the morning Conference trainings. She will 
help mentor the new person taking up the liaison role. Our 
group said good-bye to Susan with appreciation for her work as 
a trainer and her clear criteria for leaving the group (reducing 
her work load). As we began to clarify criteria for filling 
the liaison role, noting both Susan Gantt and Claudia Byram 
are also mentors for this role, Meigs Ross, one of our newest 
licensed members, agreed to take up the role. What great news! 
 Two other ongoing areas of work for our group:

•  We have been exploring the ways the concepts of 
“accountability” and “responsibility” inform our work 
within our group - particularly in terms of regular 
meeting attendance, and as a group taking up it’s role 
of tracking the progress of the core trainings before 
and after the Conference.

•  Trainers’ training: What are the criteria for becoming 
a trainer, who is interested and how might we discover 
and mentor those interested?

 Towards the goal of supporting and developing trainees for 
our system, we have made a discrimination between two areas 
of training:

•  Core curriculum 
•  Independent trainings 

 These discriminations have led to questions such as: how 
are trainees moving through the system (core trainings); and 
how is SCT going out into the world? Is it reflecting our values, 

in the case of independent trainings?
 In terms of the future, an area of exploration ahead is:

•  How to avoid redundancy in long term ongoing training 
groups, allowing fresh emergent energy?

 We shall see!

   -Rich Armington (armington@gmail.com)

web grouP
 The Web group is now moving out of an intensive two-year 
phase of work on website development that began with the vision, 
redesign and implementation in 2011 that officially “went live” 
in early 2012. Our work continued after the launching of the 
new site with the introduction of a new structure and design for 
the Stockholm OD Conference pages. Most recently we have 
completed this phase with the transfer and implementation of 
the OD design and structure in the 2013 Annual Conference 
pages. 
 We are now moving into more of a maintenance phase, 
keeping the website functioning, user-friendly and current, and 
have begun evaluating and discovering ways to improve SCT’s 
online presence for members of the community and curious 
people alike.
 The current work-in-progress includes: 
1. Reducing jargon on the website and making 
it more accessible for those new to SCT.
2. Optimizing our advertising on Google adwords to ensure that 
the organization sees the best return from the free advertising 
budget that we have been awarded through the Google for 
non-profit programs. This allows SCTRI to appear in the ‘ads’ 
section of Google search results, at the top or side of the page, 
for certain search terms. Our aim is to draw more curious people 
to the website and promote SCT training events.
3. The migration of SCTRI’s email hosting to Google Mail to 
reduce costs and provide easier access to email for members 
with systemscentered.com email addresses. 
 We are also pleased to announce that a systemscentered.
com email address is available at no cost to SCTRI Licensed 
practitioners. Please email Kathy Lum if you are interested.

  -Tom Carmichael (tomcarmichael@hotmail.co.uk)
       Rowena Davis (rowenadavis@btinternet.com)                                                                                     

Roelof Langman (roelof.langman@gmail.com)
Kathy Lum (admin@systemscentered.com) 

Dave Schwing (dave.schwinglcsw@gmail.com)

For the latest information on SCT trainings:
www.systemscentered.com
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mEmbErs ForUm

2013 AnnuAl conFerence 
reFlections 
Surprise and Learning from the Large Group 
Brian Conley (bjc6@georgetown.edu)
	 My	 learning	 is	 that	 undoing	 distractions,	 anxiety	 and	
tension	are	important	for	the	system-as-a-whole	and	not	just	for	
the	person	with	the	distraction,	anxiety	or	tension.	
	 On	Monday,	just	before	large	group,	I	heard	that	there	had	
been	explosions	at	the	Boston	Marathon	and	the	JFK	Library.	I	
was	anxious	for	family,	friends,	and	colleagues	who	may	have	
been	injured	in	either	event.	As	I	centered	in	the	large	group,	I	
knew	that	I	was	not	fully	present	and	I	had	a	negative	prediction	
and	a	mind	read	about	undoing	the	distraction.	The	mind	read	
was	that	people	did	not	know	about	 the	events	 in	Boston	and	
the	negative	prediction	was	that	naming	the	explosions	would	
create	 distress	 for	 others.	 I	 also	 predicted	 that	 I	 did	 not	 have	
enough	facts	to	undo	the	distraction	since	I	really	did	not	know	
what	had	happened.	Consequently,	my	participation	in	the	large	
group	that	evening	was	not	from	a	centered	place	and	not	in	the	
moment.	The	group	let	me	know	that	this	was	“person,”		later	
amended	to	personalizing.	
	 On	Tuesday,	I	had	a	similar	distraction,	related	to	a	stream	
of	 e-mails	 received	 throughout	 the	 day	 providing	 updates	 on	
alumni,	friends,	and	neighbors	who	had	lost	their	lives	or	been	
injured	 in	 the	 marathon	 bombing.	 I	 claimed	 the	 distraction	
and	worked	with	the	leader	to	undo	the	distraction.	I	was	very	
moved	by	the	compassion		I	felt	as	I	made	eye	contact	with	the	
group	and	brought	in	my	bewilderment	and	anger.	This	helped	
me	to	shift	into	member	role	and	contribute	to	the	group	from	
a	centered	place	in	the	here-and-now.	

Shame, Guilt, and Remorse – The Development and 
Transformation of My Understanding
Brian Conley (bjc6@georgetown.edu)
	 While	I	was	a	member	of	the	first	Monday	training	group	
in	Philadelphia	about	a	year	and	half	ago,	 the	group	explored	
the	 usefulness	 of	 shame	 and	 guilt	 to	 living	 human	 systems.	
Most	 of	 the	 group	 members	 expressed	 the	 belief	 that	 these	
emotions	were	not	useful	to	the	living	human	system	because	
they	 block	 energy	 for	 change.	 In	 this	 discussion,	 shame	was	
defined	 as	 seeing	 oneself	 as	 “bad”	 or	 “wrong,”	 or	 in	 some	
way	fundamentally	damaged.	Guilt	was	defined	as	an	internal	
judgment	when	a	particular	action	is	viewed	as	bad	or	wrong.	
This	 internal	 judgment	 is	 often	 experienced	 as	 a	 conflict	
between	 a	 “want”	 and	 a	 “should.”	 While	 I	 agreed	 with	 the	
group’s	 view	 on	 shame,	 that	 it	 blocks	 energy	 for	 change,	 I	
held	out	for	a	useful	role	for	guilt	as	a	necessary	starting	place	
for	 a	 process	 of	 change	when	 an	 individual	 has	 indeed	 done	
something	wrong.	I	left	the	group	with	a	combination	of	feeling	
disturbed,	curious,	and	self-justified.	

	 In	January,	I	began	to	work	with	a	student	in	the	Clinical	
Pastoral	 Education	 program	 in	which	 I	 am	 a	 supervisor.	We	
discussed	 a	 patient	 encounter	 that	 involved	 the	 patient’s	
experience	 of	 shame	 and	 guilt,	 with	 the	 student	 expressing	
a	 similar	 view	 as	 the	 Philadelphia	 subgroup	 had	 expressed,	
that	 this	 experience	was	 not	 helpful	 to	 the	 patient.	 I	 recalled	
the	 subgrouping	 experience	 and	wondered	 if	 the	 student	 saw	
another	possibility	for	beginning	the	process	of	change.	Later	
in	the	week,	 the	student	sent	me	an	article	that	contrasted	the	
experience	of	guilt	with	the	experience	of	remorse.	The	article	
defined	 remorse	 as	 regret	 for	 an	 action	 with	 the	 energy	 for	
change.	The	 information	 that	 I	had	responded	 to	with	a	“yes-
but”	 a	 year	 ago	 had	 now	 come	 across	 the	 boundary	 into	my	
person	system.	
	 In	 this	 year’s	 large	 group	 at	 the	 Annual	 Conference,	 a	
subgroup	 developed	 and	 explored	 feeling	 ashamed	 of	 the	
mob-mentality,	 cult,	 and	 chorus	 aspects	 of	 the	 “person”	 and	
“member”	 shouts.	 I	 saw	 clearly	 what	 I	 had	 only	 grasped	
cognitively	 previously,	 that	 the	 experience	 of	 being	 ashamed	
leaves	 little	 energy	 for	 change.	 Guilt	 on	 the	 other	 hand	
holds	 the	 tendency	 to	project	 the	 “bad”	onto	 someone	 else.	 I	
recognized	 in	myself	 the	 energy	 to	 punish	 the	 group	 for	 the	
“bad”	 actions	 of	 the	 previous	 day.	 I	 recognized	 (with	 help	
from	 Yvonne’s	 interventions	 into	 the	 group)	 how	 the	 cycle	
of	making	 something	 bad	makes	 change	 very	 difficult,	 and	 I	
began	to	wonder	about	the	difference	between	shame,	guilt	and		
remorse.	
	 Calling	to	mind	the	article	my	student	had	shared	with	me,	I	
recalled	that	compassion	had	been	a	major	theme	of	the	article.	
I	 began	 to	 search	 inside	 of	myself	 for	 that	 compassion.	 The	
experience	of	 receiving	compassion	at	Tuesday’s	 large	group	
as	I	undid	a	distraction	related	to	 the	bombings	at	 the	Boston	
Marathon	helped	me	to	find	that	compassion	in	myself.	I	began	
to	 see	 that	 guilt	 is	 not	 the	 starting	 point	 for	 change.	 Instead,	
seeing	 that	 the	 same	 potential	 for	 destructive	 choices	 exists	
in	me	 and	 in	 others	 became	 a	 starting	 place	 to	 see	 a	 human	
system	that	is	broken,	limited,	and	in	need	of	development	and	
transformation	as	well	as	fully	human,	with	inherent	worth	and	
dignity.	I	can	more	readily	recognize	the	self-limiting	responses	
of	shame	and	guilt,	search	for	compassion	for	self	and	others,	
and	release	energy	for	change	when	I	regret	an	action.	
	 My	next	step	in	this	development	is	to	consider	ways,	such	
as	 the	 compassion	 exercise,	 to	 invite	 students,	 patients,	 and	
families	from	shame	and	guilt	to	remorse.

Getting More Comfortable Listening to Work Samples
Susan Beren (sberen@nyc.rr.com)  
& Rowena Davis (rowenadavis@btinternet.com) 

Our goals 
	 We	 co-led	 the	 Leadership	 Development	 Using	 Work	
Samples	 for	 Intermediate	 and	 Advanced	 Consultation	 late	
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morning	workshop	for	the	first	time	this	year.
	 Our	goals	were	 to	 reduce	 the	 shame	we	often	 feel	when	
our	peers	see	us	working	and	to	increase	our	observing	selves	
and	our	ability	to	open	up	to	the	information	in	the	tapes.	We	
didn’t	know	how	it	would	go	and	we	were	a	bit	anxious	and	
also	curious!

Our experience 
	 In	 the	 months	 leading	 up	 to	 the	 Conference,	 we	 met	
monthly	 to	 develop	 our	 design	 and	 build	 our	 collaborative	
leadership	working	climate.	We	connected	both	with	our	own	
resistance	to	listening	to	our	work	samples	and	to	the	parts	of	
us	that	experience	reviewing	tapes	as	rich	learning	to	improve	
our	 practice.	We	 both	 felt	 it	 was	 important	 that	 we	 be	 in	 a	
context	where	we	were	currently	reviewing	our	work	samples	
with	peers	so	that	we	had	an	up-to-date	experience	of	what	it’s	
like	(and	the	restraining	forces	 that	arise).	With	this	 in	mind,	
Susan	 joined	 the	 EU	 consult	 group,	 led	 by	 Susan	 Gantt	 (of	
which	Rowena	was	already	a	member),	a	context	in	which	we	
regularly	review	samples.
	 We	had	fun	co-leading	the	workshop	and	felt	supported	by	
one	another.	We	were	particularly	satisfied	with	being	able	to	
flex	our	basic	structure	 to	 the	goals	and	context	of	 the	group	
as	 these	 changed	 (and	 stayed	 the	 same)	 daily.	 We	 noticed	
pulls	to	make	decisions	for	the	group	and	kept	internally	self-
correcting	and	giving	forks	in	the	road.	We	found	it	was	very	
important	 for	 the	member	who	was	presenting	 the	 sample	 to	
make	 decisions	 on	 how	 he/she	 wanted	 to	 review	 the	 work	
(the	 alternatives	we	 identified	 included	making	 a	 force	 field	
of	 interventions,	having	the	group	come	up	with	alternatives,	
subgrouping	 around	 the	 experience	 in	 the	 sample).	 	We	 also	
learned	from	one	another’s	leadership	–	Susan	from	Rowena’s	
strength	 in	 following	 the	 group’s	 energy	 and	 Rowena	 from	
Susan’s	strength	in	being	appropriately	transparent	as	a	leader.		
We	 found	 it	was	helpful	 to	 consult	with	 each	other	out	 loud	
when	we	were	noticing	a	dilemma	in	the	group.

Our learning
	 We	discovered	that:

•	 Taking	 the	 first	 steps	 of	 getting	 a	 transcript	 and	
choosing	 the	 10	 minute	 segment	 to	 listen	 to	 were	
important	basics	that	take	time.	

•	 There	is	lots	of	rich	learning	in	a	10	minute	segment.	
Our	1.5	hour	daily	slots	flew	by.	

•	 Using	Process	to	undo	restraining	forces	as	we	worked	
on	our	Task	did	free	our	energy.

	 Taping	 and	 reviewing	 tapes	 in	 consultation	 is	 a	 leading	
edge	for	 the	system-as-a-whole.	We	knew	this	 from	our	own	
experience	 in	 our	 licensing	group,	 the	Licensed	Practitioners	
Group	and	our	EU	consultation	group.	It	took	this	latter	group	
some	18	months	to	get	to	the	point	of	bringing	in	tapes.	
	 We	 are	 hoping	 that	 the	 experience	 will	 get	 easier	 (for	
ourselves	and	the	system-as-a-whole)	as	more	of	us	do	it	and	it	
becomes	a	regular	part	of	our	practice.

A Result from the 2013 Conference Workshop Entitled 
“Using SCT to Free Energy for Writing”

Thirty Years in SCT
Out of the belly
Up through the heart
Into the brain
I DO see the World differently!

Elaine Pratt

resPonses to VerenA murPhy’s 
newsletter Article
 The Importance of Language 
 This continues the conversation begun by Verena Murphy’s 
article in the Systems-Centered News, Volume 20, Number 1, 
Summer, 2012, and Mindy Lemoine and Bonnie Macbride’s 
follow-up in the Systems-Centered News, Volume 20, Number 
2, Fall 2012.
 Verena invited readers to join her in finding new words to 
communicate insights from systems dynamics. We welcome 
dialogues like these and are very happy to publish two 
additional responses, preceded by the original article. 

From Verena Murphy 
	 “My	friend	and	colleague,	Maria	Ruiz,	PhD,	who	manages	
a	 coffee	 plantation	 in	 Panama,	 keeps	 helping	 me	 translate	
SCT	 language	 into	 a	 more	 easily	 understood	 language	 for	
those	 unfamiliar	 with	 SCT.	 And	 many	 times	 she	 comes	 up	
with	 refreshing	 thoughts,	 such	 as	 the	 following:	 She	 pointed	
out	that	terms	like	“flight”	and	“fight”	have	been	carried	over	
from	male	generated	group	models	(e.g.	Bion).	She	suggested	
that	 they	had	a	somewhat	negative	connotation	and	proposed	
using	“finding	one’s	voice”	to	describe	the	behaviors	of	a	new	
system,	instead	of	“flight.”	In	addition	to	finding	or	discovering	
one’s	 voice	 (flight),	 she	 suggested	 using	 one’s	 voice	 (fight).	
Since	at	that	point,	we	actually	have	found	our	voice!	I	liked	
her	 suggestion	 and	 wanted	 to	 put	 it	 to	 our	 membership	 for	
consideration.	What	do	you	think?”

The Systems-Centered News,  
Volume 20, Number 1, Summer 2012

Claudia Byram	(claudia.byram@verizon.net)
	 This	 note	 builds	 on	Mindy	Lemoine’s	 and	Bonnie	Mac-
bride’s	 responses	 in	 the	 last	 Newsletter	 to	Verena	Murphy’s	
communication	of	the	proposal	(generated	by	Dr.	Ruiz)	to	re-
name	the	Flight	and	Fight	phases	“finding	one’s	voice”	and	“us-
ing	one’s	voice,”	respectively.	I	appreciate	Verena’s	stimulating	
this	conversation	and	want	to	put	in	my	own	thoughts.	
	 “Finding	 one’s	 voice”	 and	 “using	 one’s	 voice”	 relate	 to	
the	experience	of	the	person	system,	and	may	certainly	capture	
the	experience	of	some	members	 in	 the	work	of	early	phases	
of	group	development.	I	join	Bonnie	in	recognizing	the	poten-
tial	 usefulness	of	 these	phrases,	 and	others,	 in	 characterizing	
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the	person	system	level	of	what	at	another	system	level	is	“the	
voice	of	the	group”	–	very	nice	connection!	However,	naming	
or	framing	experiences	is	different	from	naming	the	phase	it-
self.
	 Mindy	 gave	 examples	 of	 the	 language	 she	 introduced	 in	
a	work	group	to	reduce	the	restraining	forces	of	the	flight	sys-
tem	 in	 the	 organizational	 world	 –	 like	 the	 “slipperiness”	 of	
facts.	This	characterizes	the	restraining	forces	of	the	phase	and	
seemed	to	me	an	excellent	way	to	bring	her	understanding	of	
the	flight	 phase	 across	 the	 boundary	 in	 a	way	 appropriate	 to	
role,	 goal	 and	 context.	And	 again,	 as	 she	 points	 out,	 finding	
language	to	reduce	restraining	forces	does	not	frame	the	phase.	
Bringing	our	understanding	of	phases	 into	various	settings	 is	
not	the	same	as	“teaching”	the	system	about	the	phases	them-
selves.	
	 Flight	 and	Fight	 are	a	different	 level	of	 abstraction	 from	
either	 personal	 experience	 or	 specific	 driving	 and	 restraining	
forces:	 they	 reference	 the	 system	 response	 to	newness	 (flight	
from	ambiguity,	i.e.,	low	discrimination/integration)	and	to	dif-
ference	(fight,	i.e.,	high	discrimination,	low	integration)	–	two	
system	challenges	every	group	must	find	some	way	to	relate	to.	
These	labels	have	the	additional	benefit	of	being	analogous	to	
our	 physiology	 (the	 animal	 kingdom)	 –	 the	 sympathetic	 ner-
vous	system	flight/fight	response	to	threat,	that	is,	differences.	
	 The	characterization	of	the	“Flight”	and	“Fight”	labels	as	
“from	male	generated	group	models”	stereotypes	the	ideas	by	
their	source,	a	different	fork-in-the-road	from	testing	the	viabil-
ity	of	the	constructs.	Perhaps	Dr.	Ruiz	is	saying	that	she	doesn’t	
see	these	phases	in	women’s	groups?		If	so,	that	would	be	an	
interesting	research	project.	Otherwise,	if	the	Theory	of	Living	
Human	Systems	was	developed	by	a	male	would	we	have	 to	
reject	it	or	translate	it,	rather	than	test	it?		That	would	be	a	loss,	
in	my	opinion.
	 So,	thank	you	Verena	and	Dr.	Ruiz!		Your	Members	Forum	
input	has	provided	an	opportunity	to	revisit	the	importance	of	
using	 the	 concepts	 in	 a	 theory-driven	 system	as	 they	 are	 de-
fined,	so	that	we	can	test	the	validity	and	reliability	of	the	theo-
ry	through	our	practice.

Yvonne Agazarian	(agazarian@aol.com)
	 Verena,	I	was	deeply	gratified	that	your	two	inserts	in	the	
Summer	 and	 Fall	 Newsletters	 stimulated	 such	 great	 replies	
from	two	of	our	members.	I	also	know	that	you	will	be	receiv-
ing	more	responses	in	this	Newsletter,	and	one	of	them	is	from	
me	 (Yvonne).	 Brace	 yourself,	 mine	 is	 from	 a	 different	 sub-
group!
	 I	 was	 troubled	 by	 your	 enthusiastic	 suggestion	 that	 we	
translate	the	theory	of	the	flight-fight	phases	of	group	develop-
ment	into	personal	language	with	the	intention	of	reinterpreting	
“male	 generated	 theory”	 into	 “a	more	 easily	 understood	 lan-
guage	for	those	unfamiliar	with	SCT.”
	 My	subgroup	 feels	disappointment	at	 the	 suggestion	 that	
we	 set	 up	 two	 stereotype	 subgroups	 of	 “male”	 and	 “female”	
and	then,	from	the	female	subgroup,	scapegoat	males	by	pro-
posing	to	“kill”	the	words	flight	and	fight	because	they	come	
from	“male	generated	theory!”

	 By	implication,	Lewin’s	field	theory,	Bennis	&	Shepard’s	
Theory	of	Group	Development	and	Shannon	&	Weavers	Math-
ematical	Theory	of	Communication	would	all	also	fall	by	the	
wayside	but	the	Theory	of	Living	Human	Systems	would	sur-
vive	because	it	was	developed	by	a	woman!	I	ask:	Would	the	
present	 way	 of	 practicing	 SCT	 survive	 without	 force	 fields,	
phases	of	system	development	and	 the	systematic	conversion	
of	 ambiguous,	 redundant	 and	 contradictory	 communications	
into	specificity,	succinctness	and	the	practice	of	reflecting	the	
other	person’s	message	before	adding	one’s	own?	
	 THEORY REMINDER!	Flight/Fight	are	constructs,	not	
user	friendly	or	unfriendly	words.	 	Constructs	are	the	essen-
tial	building	blocks	of	The	Theory	of	Living	Human	Systems.	
Each	construct	requires	an	operational definition	to	define	it.	
After	defining	constructs,	 the	next	step	 is	 to	redefine	them	in	
terms	of	operational	definitions	which	lead	to	developing	hy-
potheses,	and	developing	hypotheses	allows	us	to	reality test 
each	construct	that	defines	the	theory	in	practice.	Because	SCT	
is	a	theory	driven	practice,	each	time	SCT	therapists	make	an	
intervention,	they	are	testing	both	the	validity	of	the	theory	and	
the	reliability	of	its	practice!		If	an	intervention	doesn’t	get	the	
predicted	result,	there	is	something	wrong	with	the	theory,	its	
practice,	or	the	timing	of	the	intervention	in	terms	of	role,	goal	
and/or	context!	SCT	is	an	ongoing	research	project,	and	each	
SCT	practitioner	is	a	researcher,	providing	our	SCT	therapists	
understand	the	connection	between	theory	and	practice.	
	 Having	said	that,	I	absolutely	support	the	translation	of	the	
personal	experiences	generated	in	the	context	of	the	flight	and	
fight	phases	into	the	personal	language	of	insight	like	“finding 
one’s voice”	 and	“discovering ones voice”	 and	“using one’s 
voice.”	These	certainly	 reflect	 the	person system	 experience	
of	freeing	oneself	from	the	intense	role	inductions	of	flight	and	
fight	phases.	 	However	to	suggest	 that	 these	words	should	be	
used	instead	of	understanding	the	role	 induction	dynamics	of	
the	 flight-fight	 phase	 because	 they	 are	 associated	 with	 male	
generated	models	is	a	personalizing	acting	out	flight-fight	phase	
dynamics.	First	it	creates	the	stereotype	subgroups	of	male	and	
female.		Then,	rather	than	finding	similarities	in	the	apparently	
different	so	that	they	can	be	integrated,	it	sets	up	scapegoating,	
in	which	male	 theory	 becomes	 the	 target.	 	 Stereotyping	 that	
leads	 to	scapegoating	goes	 in	 the	opposite	direction	from	the	
SCT	goal	of	discriminating	and	integrating	differences	which	is	
the	necessary	and	sufficient	dynamic	that	enables	all	systems	in	
the	hierarchy	of	living	human	systems	to	survive,	develop	and	
transform	from	simpler	to	more	complex.	It	might	be	interest-
ing	 to	note	 that	TLHS	was	first	developed	 to	find	alternative	
ways	to	the	acting	out	of	scapegoating	dynamics	rife	in	the	Au-
thority Issue phase.		
	 Finally,	one	of	the	goals	of	SCT	practice	is	to	free	people	
from	personalized	responses	 that	are	 the	 restraining	forces	 to	
discriminating	and	integrating	differences.	This	 is	a	diametri-
cally	opposed	goal	from	proposing	a	change	that	reinforces	the	
universal	impulse	to	scapegoat.	Scapegoating	threatens	the	sur-
vival	and	development	of	all	 systems	 in	 the	hierarchy,	not	 to	
mention	the	transformations	in	us	as	people.	
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certiFicAtes oF APPreciAtion 
PresenteD At the 2013 AnnuAl 
conFerence
Jim	Peightel	-	For your heartfelt contributions in bringing your 
colleagues to SCT

Joy	Luther	-	For your 8 years of dedicated and heartfelt vision 
as a member of the Steering Group

Mike	Maher	- For your whole-hearted energy in developing the 
Associate Director role

Michael	 Robbins	 - For editing the Newsletter for 9 years, 
bringing flair, creativity and rigor to the task

Jale	 Cilasun	 - For your steadfast work in promoting and 
building SCT in the UK

Sally	 Kleyn	 -	 For your steadfast work in promoting and 
building SCT in the UK

Faith	Gordon-Mazur	- For your energy and fantastic organizing 
skills in developing the Conference Concierge role so that we 
have felt at home in Atlanta, San Francisco and Philadelphia

Erika	Ekedal	 -	For your high-spirited and visionary work as 
Co-Director of SCTRI’s first and very successful International 
Organizational Development Conference

Katarina	 Billman	 -	 For your high-spirited and visionary 
work as Co-Director of SCTRI’s first and very successful 
International Organizational Development Conference

Rowena	 Davis	 -	 For extending yourself across your role 
boundaries to bring us new resources in the video and 
marketing fields

Dave	 Schwing	 - For all the warm-hearted energy and 
enthusiasm you have given to re-building our Membership 
system

Susan	Lange	-	For your pioneering development and leadership 
of training systems in Houston, Fort Worth and Baton Rouge

Nina	Klebanoff	-	For your steady and trusty hand in guiding us 
as a Board toward the realities of our finances

Susan	Cassano	-	For putting your whole heart and clarity into 
the role of system-wide mentor 

trAining comPletion 
certiFicAtes PresenteD At the 
2013 AnnuAl conFerence
Newly Licensed
Meigs	Ross		

Intermediate Skills Training
Lorie	Barber	 Ole	Rischel
Fred	de	Long	 Jane	Steinberg
Ivette	Guillermo-McGahee	 Candace	Stoughton
Konrad	Magnus	 Börje	Svanqvist
Annick	Nevejan	 Cunera	van	Hal
Teri	Peck	 Kim	Van	Kapel

recent PublicAtions
Davis,	 R.	 (2013).	 Creating	 the	 conditions	 for	 all	 voices	 to	
be	 heard:	 Strategies	 for	 working	 with	 differences.	 e-O&P 
Journal of the Association for Management Education and 
Development,	20(1),	23-29.

Gantt,	 S.P.	 (2013).	 Applying	 systems-centered	 theory	 (SCT)	
and	methods	in	organizational	contexts:	Putting	SCT	to	work.	
International Journal of Group Psychotherapy,	 63(2),	 234-
258.	doi:	10.1521/ijgp.2013.63.2.234

Gantt,	S.P.,	&	Badenoch,	B.	(Eds.)	(2013).	The interpersonal 
neurobiology of group psychotherapy and group process.	
London,	UK:	Karnac	Books.

O’Neill,	 R.M.,	 Murphy,	 V.,	 Mogle,	 J.,	 MacKenzie,	 M.J.,	
MacGregor,	 K.L.,	 Pearson,	 M.,	 &	 Parekh,	 M.	 (2013).	 Are	
systems-centered	 teams	 more	 collaborative,	 productive	 and	
creative?	Journal of Team Performance Management,	19(3/4),	
201-221.	doi:	10.1108/TPM-04-2012-0015

recent PresentAtions
SCT	was	well	represented	at	the	American	Group	Psychotherapy	
Association	(AGPA)	Annual	Meeting	in	New	Orleans,	February	
25-March	2,	2013.	

Two-Day	Institute	led	by	Susan	Gantt
Functional Subgrouping: Linking Systems-Centered Training 
(SCT) and Interpersonal Neurobiology

Open	Session	led	by	Yvonne	Agazarian,	Susan	Gantt,	Robert	
Klein	(Chair)
A Systems-Centered Group through the Lens of Interpersonal 
Neurobiology 

All-Day	Workshop	led	by	Yvonne	Agazarian
Functional Subgrouping in Systems-Centered Small and 
Median Groups

Afternoon	Workshop	led	by	Neal	Spivack
Holding a Myth of Autonomy: Implications for Group

Afternoon	Workshop	led	by	Roberta	Jellinek
Use of Humor and Selected Systems-Centered Therapy 
Concepts in Geriatric Group Therapy

Morning	 Workshop	 led	 by	 Richard	 O’Neill,	 Myrna	 Frank,	
Robert	Hsiung,	Darryl	Pure
To Change and Not To Change: Functional Subgrouping, 
Organizational Development, and AGPA

Two-Day	Workshop	led	by	Susan	Gantt	
Principles of Group Psychotherapy Lecture Series
Guest Lecture: General Systems Group
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MARK YOUR CALENDARS FOR 
CONFERENCE 2014!

“Differences as Resources for 
Creativity and Change”

San Francisco
Pre-Conference Weekend Institute: 

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

Watch	the	website	for
program	&	registration	details	this	fall

www.systemscentered.com

Welcome New SCTRI Members!

Christianne	Baggen	•	Nijmegen,	Netherlands

Nan	Baker	•	Barrington,	RI,	US

Catarina	do	Vale	Brandão	•	Porto,	Portugal

Julia	Burns	•	Chapel	Hill,	NC,	US

Amanda	Cole	•	Hampshire,	UK

Peter	Dunlap	•	Petaluma,	CA,	US

Dean	Elias	•	Walnut	Creek,	CA,	US

Scott	Ford	•	Austin,	TX,	US

Shulamit	Izen	•	Lexington,	MA,	US

Ann	Jacobson	•	Stockholm,	Sweden

Karolina	Martin	•	Hertfordshire,	UK

Amanda	Michael	•	New	Canaan,	CT,	US

Kevin	Oldis	•	New	York,	NY,	US

Robin	Perlmutter	•	Austin,	TX,	US

Rowan	Sharkey	•	Winnipeg,	MB,	Canada

Theresa	Simonik	•	Richmond	Hill,	ON,	Canada

Jane	Steinberg	•	San	Francisco,	CA,	US

Kati	Taunt	•	Hertfordshire,	UK

Kristin	von	Donop	•	Philadelphia,	PA,	US

Mary	Wagner	•	San	Francisco,	CA,	US

Burkhard	Weber	•	Providence,	RI,	US

Nancie	Zane	•	Philadelphia,	PA,	US

continuing eDucAtion (ces) For sct trAining
SCTRI is approved by the American Psychological Association to sponsor continuing education for psychologists 
and offers CEs for psychologists at the Annual Conference and at Core Curriculum training events (Skills, Mentor 

and Authority Issue training groups). We also seek CEs on a local basis for social workers, mental  
health counselors, and marriage and family therapists in the area in which the Annual Conference is held. Trainers 

may also provide CEs for psychologists for training events they lead.

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

possible acceptance as CEs.

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

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