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The mission of SCTRI is not about changing the world. 
It is about equipping our members with theory and 
methods that will help them change the world in ways 
that are meaningful to them; to build more of the 
groups, organizations and world they want to live in. 
(You can find the full mission statement and values of 
SCTRI on the website, under the tab Institute.) 
The challenge to deal with racism and the contexts 
that have fostered it is alive in our culture and our 
organization. We are a largely white organization, 
international in membership. For more people of color 
to see if they find our training useful, we need to reduce 
the restraining forces to their membership. If we are 
successful a more diverse membership can incorporate 
SCT into their work and lives as they find it useful.  
Remembering that we are an organizational experiment 
in using systems-centered theory and methods to guide 
our work, we have the opportunity to see what this 
theory can offer as we work to contain, explore and 
integrate our isomorphic versions of the larger social 
dynamics around race. How can we bring our theory to 
bear? Can it help us take our own and others reactions 
less personally? If so, can we use our deeply personal 
life force energy in the service of change? 
As we work, all of us of all colors in SCT, it is vital to 
keep systems-centered theory in focus. In exploring 
racism and anti-racism we are learning language in the 
field that captures important realities. We have the 
opportunity to look at the phenomena the language 
describes through a systems lens. White supremacy, 
systemic racism, racism itself, have definitions in the 
field of critical race theory and other resources. How 
do we frame these in system-centered constructs? 
Does it help? Is the systems frame useful in allowing 
us to see something in a different light? The work 
with theories of trauma that Susan Gantt has led the 
past few years is an example of working this way. 
Building on the rich understanding of trauma in the 
field enriches the theory of survival role systems. This 
opens up our understanding of trauma, trauma systems 
and the trauma treatment systems. So far that has 
been useful to many of us. Can we do the same with 
the understanding of processes related to racism? Can 
we use it to be more aware of how the isomorphic 
influence of systemic racism and white supremacy are 
reflected in our system? To reduce restraining forces to 
weakening these? Lots of questions! 
I see this as our challenge and I urge us to take it up with 
a whole heart. I find I am. 
One more personal note: I attended a training recently 

From the Editor
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com
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The story that follows was triggered in my memory 
from the work done by the group of us who presented 
on Trauma and SCT at the last SCT Annual Conference. 
My father was born in the early part of the twentieth 
century. He used to tell stories and I used to like to listen 
to them. He told me one story about his own childhood 
which had a lasting impact on me. 
He was born in Wigan, a northern English industrial 
town based around the industries of coal mining and 
cotton mills. George Orwell described the poverty and 
terrible working conditions in his book ‘The Road to 
Wigan Pier’ (in 1937, when my father was a teenager).1 

The family lived in a row of terraced houses, as most 
people in that town at that time did. The story he told of 
himself as a young boy was that he had a very loud cry, 
and if he started crying and if he would not shut up he 
would be put into the coal cellar, where his crying would 
not disturb the neighbours. The context is important; 
workers had to be up early to get to the mill or the mine 
on time – a knocker-up would come round at 5am and 
tap on bedroom windows to wake the sleepers. The 
terraces were poorly built and any sound transmitted 
directly through the thin walls between the houses. 
The way Dad told this story is significant - he told it as a 
funny story, about himself as a loud and lusty toddler. At 
the time I was working in a Therapeutic Community, a 
group-based residential treatment centre where abused 
adolescents came to live and learn as part of a large 

group, to recover and repair their damaged sense of 
themselves. I was full of the experiences of traumatised 
children and I found the story shocking. I also had just 
had my first child and was adjusting to being a new 
father, and the way he told the story didn’t make sense 
to me. 
“But Dad,” I said. “That’s terrible. That’s child abuse.”
“Don’t be so bloody ridiculous,” he retorted, with some 
anger in his voice and in his eyes. “Everybody did it.”
This short exchange from more than thirty years ago has 
stayed with me ever since as I have spent my working 
life attempting to help adolescents and then adults 
adapt the survival roles they developed out of early 
painful experiences of misattunement, harshness and 
cruelty. Putting a toddler into a coal cellar – alone in 
a dark, stinking hole - is unquestionably an experience 
that would terrify and potentially traumatise. In the time 
and context I was working in when I had that exchange 
was without doubt an abusive act.  
However, let me quote from the Friday afternoon 
presentation we made at this year’s SCT Conference. 
“Trauma is not the event. Trauma is in the impact of the 
event on a living human organism.” 
My father’s relationship to that early experience was not 
one of himself as a victim of trauma. He did not explain his 
story to himself in those terms. Although the experience 
must have been very scary, he had a sense of it being 

on community organizing for anti-racism. The training 
was extremely effective in creating a non-defensive and 
yet challenging process for exploring both racism and 
anti-racism in relation to history and power. Looking 
back, I can see how the design of the training supported 
exploration of what we would call survival role systems, 
how it made it possible for different subgroups to work 
in the presence of one another and how the shift to a 
“system-as-a-whole” perspective was managed. Worth 
the weekend on many fronts. 

About this Edition of the Newsletter 
Ray Haddock’s article continues the exploration he 
began in the last newsletter, taking the ideas in Theory 
of Living Human Systems as a map for exploring the 
relationship between human systems and the larger 
environmental context. Crucial issues for our times. 

We follow this with two articles from the SCT Training 
Center’s archives, both are by Yvonne Agazarian and 
orient us to some of the basic ideas that make systems-
centered theory and practice unique. Whether you are 
new to SCT or an old hand, I recommend reading them 
and exploring the framework they offer, reading along 
with others when possible! 
Then the Members Forum again is filled with vibrant 
and rich contributions, including thoughtful and moving 
feedback from members of the 2021 Conference large 
group about their experience. Feedback that the system-
as-a-whole, members and leaders, can potentially learn 
from if we take it in. 
I wish I could put into words my respect for the energy 
and contributions SCTRI members and the Newsletter 
group make that then make this Newsletter possible. 
We do it. .

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

1  Orwell, G. (1937). The Road to Wigan Pier. London: Gollancz
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something that happened that was ordinary. Perhaps he 
experienced his older sister and younger brother having 
the same treatment or being threatened with it. Later 
he discovered that it happened to the other kids in the 
street. Overall, he had the experience of growing up in a 
loving family. The critical thing seems to have been that 
he did not experience himself as different; the punishment 
by our standards may be judged cruel, but it was not 
seen as such at the time, and importantly, it was not 
unusual. The term “cruel and unusual” were first used 
in the English Bill of Rights in1689, which set out some 
basic human rights, including the outlawing of cruel and 
unusual punishments. They were later also adopted in 
the United States by the Eighth Amendment to the United 
States Constitution (1791), so it has been recognised for 
a long time that singling somebody or some subgroup 
out for unusual, different treatment has a particularly 
damaging impact. Similarity makes me feel I belong; 
suffering different treatment is particularly hard to take. 
If my father had related to his experience in terms of 
suffering unusual punishment then this might have dented 
his overall experience of growing up in a loving family. 
It remains hard to square this off. What happened to 
the trauma?  What adaptation did he have to make to 
manage his distress as a toddler?  How did that show up 

in later life, how did it shape his character?   
I cannot now discover the answers to these questions. 
However, what I do take from this old story is the 
importance of having a subgroup for experience. It 
seems that this is the vital protective factor; in the inner 
person he undoubtedly was scared and distressed by 
this treatment; in the subgroup he discovered that this 
happened to others, not just him, and so found a way 
to not just take it personally, and with the perspective 
of time passing he could see that the system as a whole 
had a norm that required children not to wake the 
exhausted adults that were sleeping in the adjoining 
houses. As I make sense of this, I also realise that his 
father worked down the mine, and he was an immigrant, 
so the social forces on him to fit in were powerful – he 
could not allow his little lad to become a problem for his 
workmates and neighbours. All of this was normal. 
Similarity protects; identifying and connecting with 
similarities of experience allows me the feeling of 
safety that then gives me the freedom to explore and 
integrate differences, and then develop and transform. 
In that theory sentence my father’s life is nested, and 
mine also. .

Thinking Ahead: Submissions for the Winter SCT Newsletter

Continuing the theme of reporting and reflecting on the 
contributions of SCT to our work and lives

Deadline for the Winter 2022 Newsletter:

Final articles for the Theory, Research and Application section:  
October 15th

Let Ray Haddock (rayhad@doctors.org.uk) know that you are planning an 
article well ahead of that time. He and his team are available for editing 

consults along the way. 

Submissions to the Members Forum: Anyone Else?: October 15th
Send submissions to Perri Franskoviak (pfranskoviak@gmail.com) 
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Theory, Research, & Application

A discovery: Writing about theory is like describing a 
fractal, the closer you look the more detail you see. 

Introduction
This article explores placing Agazarian’s Theory of Living 
Human Systems (TLHS) and SCT in the context of larger 
systems in the world. An important consideration for 
any theory is whether it is useful for understanding 
something in a new way or for doing something 
not previously possible. So when turning the lens of 
ATLHS to the world it is essential to consider whether 
it enables novel formulations about issues beyond 
the boundaries of SCT; for example, to understand 
climate change, ecological deterioration, and social 
inequality. Can it offer possible solutions either using 
methods and techniques already part of SCT or suggest 
new ones? This article focusses on theory more than 
implementation. 

A TLHS in Context 
“A theory of living human systems defines a hierarchy 
of isomorphic systems that are energy organizing, goal 
directed and self-correcting.” (Agazarian 1997) 
Let’s consider where a Theory of Living Human Systems 
(TLHS)is located in the context of systems theories. 
Diagram 1 illustrates this and locates SCT firmly within 
the boundary of a TLHS. As Agazarian developed a TLHS 
(Agazarian, 1997, Agazarian & Gantt, 2000) she was 
clear it is “a” theory and not “the” theory. SCT was 
developed to organise the methods and techniques 
for putting a Theory of Living Human Systems into 
practice.  Initially this effort was applied to training and 
psychotherapy groups and later developed to include 
application to organisations and other educational 
contexts. (Agazarian, 1997, Agazarian & Gantt, 2000, 
Gantt & Agazarian, 2005) Consistent throughout 
current applications, “functional subgrouping” is the 
method that identifies an SCT system. Given SCT is an 
implantation of a TLHS means that if we look at each 
of them through the lens of the other there should be, 
and indeed we see a high degree of congruence. A TLHS 
however is itself the outcome of integrating aspects of 
many other theories and empirically tested in practice 
to further refine the model. 

For many years a TLHS has been tested as a map and 
found to be a good map for the territory that is SCT. 
In this article I am exploring what happens when we 
take this map and use it to explore other territories. A 
TLHS posits that within a hierarchy of human systems 
there is isomorphy across system levels. In a previous 
paper (Haddock 2020?) I describe the path that energy 
takes from the physical world into the human system 
and in so doing how the human system survives, 
develops, and transforms (SDT) from simple to more 
complex. This energy path is isomorphic throughout 
the hierarchy of all living systems, suggesting we can 
use the lens of a TLHS to form hypotheses about other 
systems, the system-as-whole, and then return to the 
human system. 
In another previous paper (Haddock, 2019) I explored 
the concept of isomorphy both as an SCT concept and 
in a wider human and theoretical context. Then how 
using the principle of isomorphy gives us a possibility 
of understanding some of the wider systemic issues of 
our times. 

Human Systems Organisation  
and Use of Energy 
We know that energy is essential for work and a theory 
of living human systems (Agazarian 1997) assumes 
energy and information are equivalent in human 
systems. Human systems transfer energy across 
their boundaries in order to survive, develop, and 
transform. SCT deliberately structures the information 
coming into the system by building functional 
subgroups to contain and explore what is similar or 
different. Although subgroups may at first appear to 
be very different from each other in the same context, 
functional subgrouping, which operationalizes a 
TLHS, enables discrimination and integration of new 
information thus enabling the system to move towards 
the primary goals (SDT) and solve problems along the 
way. In practical terms human systems are extremely 
sophisticated at acquiring information and energy 
from humans, non-human living systems, and non-
living systems (coal/oil etc and living, plants and other 
animals). This has enabled human species to build 
ever more complex systems and to dominate many of 
earth’s other systems. 

Turning the Lens of a Theory of Living Human 
Systems to the Earth as a Whole 
Ray Haddock   
rayhad@doctors.org.uk
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Theory, Research, & Application

Diagram 1
A Hierarchy of systems and SCT

As with all theoretical concepts there is always a “choice” of where a boundary is positioned and within each level of 
the illustrated hierarchy there are many subsystems or possible subsystems. It is also highly likely that the members 
of any particular subsystem will see their own particular system as the preferred occupant of ellipse 2.  

Diagram 1
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Two writers who describe this well are Yuval Noah 
Harari (2015) and Stephen Pinker (2018). 
Harari describes in some detail evidence that shows 
how adapting new technologies has allowed humans to 
increase the availability of energy in the form of food 
(farming) and mechanical power (wood, coal, oil, gas), 
enabling exponential progress and population growth. 
In a later book (Harari, 2018) he builds on the assertions 
in his first book to extrapolate/predict the human 
system trajectory. 
A summary of Harari’s thesis in Sapiens (2015) is that 
human system transformations can be described thus:  
Hunter-gatherer ® wood burning® agriculture ® coal ® 
oil and gas 
Others (e.g. James Lovelock, 2020) make the case 
that we are currently in the midst of a further 
transformation with the information technology 
revolution, which conceptualises organisation and 
manipulation of information as the next/current 
transformation which can now be added to the path 
described above. 
Along with each step in the transformation of energy use, 
there have been significant changes in social systems to 
manage the increasing complexity of acquisition and 
distribution. One can see this over the long-term as a 
repeated pattern of increasingly discovering and learning 
how to extract and exploit sources of energy. Overall, this 
generally leads to an exponential rise in population and 
transformation of social systems. Development occurs 
by using excess energy to devise ever more complex 
systems to exploit even more energy contained in other 
materials, some of which then enable us to exploit even 
further sources of energy. 
Pinker (2018) in his book “Enlightenment Now” makes 
a powerful case for how overall the human system has 
developed and the human species as a whole is better 
off now than at any time in our known history on broad 
measures of security, health and wellbeing, and access to 
resources. By better off he means, increased population, 
increased ability to feed more of the population, reduced 
proportion of poverty and ill health, even taking into 
account the impact of wars and other significant disasters. 
The setbacks in these developments so far have always 
been temporary when the data is viewed over centuries. 

Relationship with Other Living  
Systems and the Earth  
System-as-a-Whole (see Diagram 1)
Starting with the premise that humans are a 
subsystem of the natural system, there is ample 
evidence that humans have developed the ability to 

adapt to and thrive in nearly all earth’s ecosystems. 
Over recent decades and centuries humans have 
developed the ability to transfer energy across long 
established ecosystem boundaries on a large scale. In 
doing so they have departed from the much slower 
evolutionary processes of the system-as-a-whole 
that has evolved to manage the organisation, flow, 
and conservation of energy. At a theoretical level this 
can be described as a transformation for the human 
system. However, when considering the human 
system as a subsystem. we must also consider the 
impact on ecosystems’ whose interrelationships are 
driving in maintaining homeostasis for all organisms 
at local, ecosystem and planetary level (Lovelock & 
Margulis 1974). 
Theoretically, we can hypothesise that human systems 
have developed the ability to open the boundary to 
and then discriminate and integrate energy not only 
from the earth but also from other living and human 
subsystems in order to survive, develop and transform 
the human system. I propose that conceptualising the 
human system as a subsystem of the “Earth as a whole 
system” is a way of formulating and understanding the 
current world context.  
As mentioned above, natural ecosystems contain 
and recycle most of the energy within the system, 
maintaining the stability of the earth system as a 
whole over millennia. Using the SCT understanding 
of “role,” one role of the human system is to 
intervene actively to facilitate energy crossing system 
boundaries, i.e., extracting resources for its own 
development, thereby disrupting the homeostasis of 
the earth-system-as-a-whole. The human system has 
implemented ways of acquiring energy that create 
turbulence and instability in the system, which 
triggers responses in the wider system that impact 
all subsystems. If, as a test, we apply the TLHS map 
we would expect that all living systems would self-
correct to regain stability. Initially this is likely to be a 
survival response with the closing of boundaries at all 
system levels. When a species can no longer adapt, 
and its survival response is no longer sufficient to 
maintain homeostasis it dies. 

Some More Theoretical  
Considerations 
Systems, subsystems, subgroups and  
functional subgroups 
It is important to acknowledge that Agazarian’s 
significant contribution to thinking and working 
with human systems is the method of functional 
subgrouping, an active and deliberate process. 
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However, as an experiment I will now use “systems, 
subsystems, and functional subsystems” in place of 
“groups, subgroups, and functional subgroups.” So 
that an SCT subgroup exists as a particular variety of 
subsystem and a functional subgroup is a variety of 
functional subsystems but still using “functional” as 
defined in SCT.  
Function:  The defined purpose of the system, 
which is to survive develop and transform. A TLHS 
postulates a single dynamic: the process of recognizing 
and integrating differences, explaining the process 
by which living systems travel along the path to the 
goal, solving the problems that lie in the way. By 
recognizing differences, all living systems survive, 
develop, and transform from simple to more complex. In 
SCT this is operationalized by Functional Subgrouping. 
(Agazarian,1997 p303) 
With this refocusing of the lens we can then turn and 
gather data in the world to assess if we have a valid 
integration of concepts from two (isomorphic) system 
levels. We can think of any functional subsystem as one 
that contains information for/about the greater system 
based on similarities. Over time differences emerge 
in the apparently similar. With the goal of survival, 
development, and transformation, similarities emerge 
between subsystems that started out as apparently 
different. 
Consider this illustration: In any particular natural 
context there are many different species. Between 
species the boundary is closed to reproduction 
(difference) and within a species the boundary is open 
so that reproduction does occur. Small differences 
within a species emerge that enable the species to 
keep adapting to its environment and over time new 
species develop. In the same context the behaviour of 
each species impacts the other, an obvious example 
being the predator/prey relationship. At a simple level, 
system correction is taken care of by numbers and 
availability of food (survival). However, each species 
continually adapts to the context, which includes its 
prey and food source (development). Even within a 
species without prey there is a resource limitation 
which also drives evolution with the emergence of 
new species (transformation). So, there is also a move 
from simple to complex. Simultaneously there are 
other paths being travelled towards the same goal. 
Over time the adaptations to each other may include 
mutual benefit, some simple examples being flowers 
and insects, animals and fruit, fungi, and trees. The 
complexity of the interactions within any ecosystem 
are being increasingly documented, showing that 
the interactions go way beyond a simple flight-fight 

survival relationship. There is good evidence that 
species develop in relation to each other and to 
their context in ways that their production and use 
of energy is integrated at the system-as-a-whole 
level. (E.g., forests and fungi – book ref) Each species 
has an impact on and is impacted by the system 
context and over millennia ecosystems develop and 
maintain relative stability for all organisms within the 
ecosystem. 
This may not yet be sufficient evidence for “functional 
subsysteming” but it presents a concept that is worth 
exploring as we open the boundary of a TLHS to the 
wider system. Isomorphy is the conceptual signpost for 
identifying a similarity in structure and function and 
“functional subsysteming” at other system levels. 
This paper is the beginning of an attempt to articulate 
what others in SCT are already doing, for examples, 
review newsletter articles over recent years for 
applications to different contexts and exploring 
similarities and difference with other models. This 
is happening as well in the field of neurobiology 
and trauma. This enables us both to test the theory 
in practice and develop the theory so that it better 
matches the reality of the world. While doing this I 
remind myself that Agazarian is clear it is “a” theory, 
allowing us to explore how it holds up as a theory 
amongst other theories. We would expect similarities 
with a least some other theories as the theory was 
developed by integrating aspects of many the question 
is whether we can use this integration to go beyond its 
origin and is this useful. The theory has continued to 
develop since its origin (Agazarian, 2015) The case I 
am making is that we can use the theory as a map to 
explore as yet unknown or unfamiliar territory and this 
may be useful, but this does leave us in the unknown 
until we tread and explore that path. 
Anyone else? 
References/reading:
Agazarian, Y.M. (1997). Systems-centered therapy for 
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From the Archives: SCT Training and Resource Center

Using the Force Field in 
Systems-Centered Therapy
Yvonne M. Agazarian  
1990 
Systems-centered therapy is a new paradigm that 
provides a consistent framework from which to influence 
all the behavior towards the goal of working with the 
spontaneous self. The underlying assumption in the 
systems-centered approach is that it is the spontaneous 
or true self which engages in the work of therapeutic 
change, and it is the defended self that resists it. The 
spontaneous self contains the drive, which, like the life 
force, is connected to the goals inherent to living human 
systems: survival, development and transformation. 
It is more efficient to solve the problems that lie in 
the way of the goal than it is to increase the pressure 
towards the goal. Another way of saying this is that it 
is more efficient to reduce the restraining forces than 
it is to increase the driving forces, as any therapist 
whose labor reminds him of Sisyphus will tell. A good 
alternative to the labor of Sisyphus is the Systems-
centered use of the Force Field..  
There is a simple way of experiencing the force field. 
Make fists and position them so that they push against 
each other. You will find that however much you 
increase the force in your right fist you do not manage 
to move your left fist, and however hard you push 
with your left fist you do not move your right. This is 
an example of equal and opposite forces maintaining 
the equilibrium of the moment. Attempting to push 

against resistance requires a greater force than is 
usually available. Now, as you keep up the pressure, 
suddenly weaken one wrist. You will find that your 
other fist drives forward with free force. You have now 
experienced the Systems-centered method, which is to 
intervene to weaken the restraining forces and free the 
drive within all living human systems so that it can be 
directed towards the working goal. 
Using the Force Field in Defense Analysis: Systems-
centered training focuses on teaching the skills of 
identifying and weakening the restraining forces that 
exist at every boundary. When the restraining forces 
are weakened the driving forces gain in power and the 
full energy of the system is available for the journey. At 
every boundary there is conflict: crossing the boundary 
between outside the group to inside; from the past or 
the future into the present; from irreality to reality, 
and from all one’s other roles into the role of systems-
centered member. Whenever there is a conflict there 
are opposing forces moving in opposite directions. For 
a systems-centered therapist this is a bonus as systems-
centered work is essentially work with conflict and 
choice. 
All conflict contains the elements of an impasse which 
is often named resistance. There is, however, an 
alternative. When the impasse is reframed as a pause 
at the fork in the road - the impasse is reframed in 
terms of a choice: “which fork to explore (and NOT 
explain!) first?” In systems-centered work, there is 
no right or wrong road providing it is explored. It is 
just as important to choose to explore the restraining 
forces and the defenses as it is to explore the way 

Annie MacIver
annie.maclver2@icloud.com
Fran Carter
Carter2229@aol.com

SCT Center Co-Directors 

We have offered two articles from the Archives in this issue. 
The first is on the force field. Reading Nitesh Painuly’s article in the last issue of the Systems-Centered News, about 
Kurt Lewin’s development and use of the force field got us thinking about and looking for some of the original 
work Yvonne Agazarian did, integrating Lewin’s concept into the Theory of Living Human Systems. We thought 
you might be interested in seeing how Yvonne adapted Lewin’s ideas from field theory into systems theory. Using 
this adaptation, we have been able to use the force field model in many different applications: assessing the 
phases of system development, looking at the balance of energy in the system, reducing the restraining forces in 
the hierarchy of defenses. 
The second article (page 13) is about the guidelines for taking up SCT leadership. As all of us are working to develop 
ourselves as both members and as leaders we thought this description from 1990 might be useful in thinking about 
how to use SCT in taking up leadership. 
We hope you enjoy reading these - we did. 
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into the unknown. When there is choice: then energy 
is not blocked. It takes energy to explore both sides 
of the conflict - this energy can be used in the service 
of the work of understanding the balance of forces 
that always exist, just as conflict always exists as living 
human systems relate to their goals.  
Through the thorough exploration of both sides of the 
conflict, people learn both the costs and the benefits of 
their defenses. It is relatively easy to remain ambivalent 
and uninvolved if the conflict is not experienced. When 
the conflict is experienced, and when both the costs 
and the benefits of the defenses against experiencing 
the conflict are understood, then, and only then, is 
there an internal motivation to choose or to change. 
This is the purpose of the hierarchy of defense analysis 
and conflict analysis.  
Defenses as the Restraining Forces in Systems-Centered 
Therapy: In systems-centered therapy, defenses are 
framed as restraining forces that divert the energy 
of living human systems from their goals. A systems-
centered orientation focuses on freeing energy by 
reducing these restraining forces. The work of systems-
centered therapy is to bring the system energy across 
the boundaries of time and space into the present 
and direct it towards the goal. Reducing defenses at 
these boundaries is the work of both the patient and 
the therapist. Learning how to do this is the goal of 
systems-centered training. 

Sometimes the therapist has difficulty in diagnosing 
the specific defenses at the particular boundary that 
is restraining the group. It is important in systems-
centered therapy to be able to give the group clear 
feedback about the specific defenses that are serving 
as restraining forces. The use of the Force Field as 
a diagnostic tool is both useful in diagnosing the 
constellation of defenses and as a method of self-
training for the therapist. 
The Force Field can serve as a diagnostic of the group’s 
implicit goals, and the relationship between its resistance 
and its drive. The goal of “opening boundaries to 
communication” can be inferred from the driving forces, 
just as the goal of “closing boundaries” can be inferred 
from the restraining forces. The Force Field model can 
always be used to describe the balance of forces that 
exist in a group at a given moment - from which the 
group’s relationship to its goals can be inferred. No 
matter what style of therapy group is under analysis, 
the therapist merely has to change the labels for the 
forces. Though the conceptual framework and language 
of analysis will change as the approach to group therapy 
changes, a balance of driving and restraining forces will 
always be a constant, and available to all languages as a 
diagnostic of the state of the system. 
The Force Field is also an excellent way of illustrating 
the conflicts at the boundaries between time, space, 
reality and role. The Force Field below illustrates the 

FORCE FIELD  
INFLUENCING BOUNDARY PERMEABILITY TO COMMUNICATION

Asking Direct Questions ------------> 
 
 
 

Answering Questions ------------> 
 
 
 

Building On Ideas ------------> 
Proposing ------------> 

Owning Own Feelings ------------> 
Supporting Self and Others ------------> 

  

DRIVING FORCES ------------>

<------------ Indirect Questions 
<------------ Leading Questions 
<------------ Sarcastic Questions 
 
<------------ Avoiding Answering 
<------------ Changing the Subject 
<------------ Answering a Question with a Question 
 
<------------ Pre-Empting Ideas 
<------------ Yes-Butting 
<------------ Interrupting 
<------------ Blaming & Complaining 
<------------ Putting Self Down 
<------------ Oughtituding 

<------------  RESTRAINING FORCES 
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conflicts at the boundary of the first line of defense in 
group: the boundary between reality and irreality that 
must be crossed at the beginning of every group, as the 
members shift from their social roles into their member 
roles. This is a good illustration of how identifying the 
driving and restraining forces makes what otherwise 
appears to be a difficult activity, manageable.  
At the heart of the systems-centered therapist’s 
technique is the “ability to consult to the communication 
transactions across the boundaries.” This is a complex 
task - but does not have to be a complicated one. The 
force field below illustrates how the paired forces 
can be conceptualized in ways that are both simple 
and obvious, and how, as one force is weakened so 
the other increases in strength: as in the example of 
answering a direct question instead of evading it or 
shifting from complaining into a proposal or statement 
of what one wants. 
The Force Field model on page 11 also shows how the 
barriers to communication at the boundary can be 
diagnosed. The balance of goal related driving forces 
and defensive restraining forces function to keep the 
group in quasi-stationary equilibrium. It is intuitively 
obvious that to the extent the defensive restraining 
forces to communication are reduced in the work 
group, so the driving forces increase in strength. For 
example, asking and answering questions is a powerful 
method of enabling the transfer of information in 
communication. Indirection or avoidant behaviors will 
not only interfere with the flow of information, it will 
also introduce ambiguity and contradictions into the 
communication process itself. Thus, by “weakening” 
these restraining forces, not only do the driving forces 
“drive” against less resistance, but the communication 
process pattern itself also serves as a driving force.  
The costs and benefits of defenses can be seen clearly 
in a Force Field - and the drive to change defenses gains 
power as the person becomes aware of the cost of the 
defenses upon themselves and their lives. However, the 
restraining forces are often very powerful. They serve 
a purpose in the present: maintaining the familiar and 
the stereotype also makes it possible to avoid risky 
communications and to take refuge in automatic social 
behavior. The restraining forces not only entail the 
benefits that the defenses bring, but also the original 
purpose for which the defenses were developed in the 
past, as well as the secondary gains that the defenses 
bring in the present. In addition, the defensive pattern 
is a constellation, woven into the automatic response 
pattern to every day life. Changing any single defense, 
though apparently as simple as asking a direct question 
instead of a leading question, actually entails a complex 

reorganization of one’s entire way of life. Finally, the 
hierarchy of defenses which shift from simple to complex 
are not simply in a linear relationship. Each level of 
defense is connected to more primary levels. The art of 
the SCT therapist is to enable the SCT patient to address 
each level of defense and modify defenses at that level, 
without waking the sleeping giants that lie below. By 
proceeding this way, each step the patient takes to 
master his defense patterns frees work energy, develops 
skills and provides a greater sense of mastery and ability. 
Step by step defense analysis is rather like David entering 
training before he enters the lists against Goliath. 
Theory: From the systems-centered point of view, 
underlying all system development from simple to 
complex is the process of recognizing and integrating 
new information. New information similar enough to 
the existing organization is integrated with little conflict 
and frustration: information that is sufficiently different 
is integrated either by working through the frustration 
or by splitting the conflict into two separate (and thus 
non-conflicting) containing sub-systems (subgroups) 
within differentially permeable boundaries. 
The force field model on page 13 illustrates the 
relationship between two different theoretical 
constructs derived from two different theories: 
this authors’ Theory of Living Human Systems and 
Information Theory. The driving forces are framed 
in terms of the theory of Living Human Systems and 
the restraining forces are framed in terms of “noise” 
that reduces the probability that information will be 
transferred in communication, as set out in Shannon 
and Weaver’s Information Theory. Setting out these 
two different conceptual systems together in the force 
field, permits us to work out the implications, not only 
of their theoretical relationship, but also the practical 
implications. For example, contradictions are “noise” in 
communication and reduce the work potential. When 
a group is in contradiction, pointing out that there is 
a common “contradiction” subgroup, will introduce 
similarity in the apparently different, and most probably 
introduce a common link that was not there before.  
Systems-centered therapists deliberately influence the 
way the system functions by influencing the way the 
energy in the system is organized and directed - in 
other words, by influencing the way the people in the 
system behave. The major focus of influence is on the 
communication behavior that crosses the boundaries. At 
every boundary, the problem has to be solved of what to 
communicate and how to communicate in order to get the 
message across. Systems-centered therapists increase 
the probability that information will be directed towards 
solving problems and directed towards organizational 
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goals, not only by monitoring what people communicate 
but also by establishing communication patterns that are 
lower on ambiguities, redundancies, and contradictions. 
In other words, for systems-centered therapists, how 
something is communicated is at least as important as 
what is communicated. 

Directing communication energy also requires reducing 
the communications that are not relevant to the goals. 
This is managed by reducing the kinds of communications 
that are likely to reduce the probability that the 
information within the communication will be received. 
In systems-centered consultations, this is done by 
deliberately reducing the ambiguities, redundancies and 
contradictions in the communication. It is important in 
systems-centered consultation to be able to give clear 
feedback about the specific communication behaviors 
that are ambiguous, contradictory or redundant. 
In practice this can be as simple as de-coding a 
contradictory yes-but, shifting from vague to specific, 
or requiring a direct rather than an oblique answer to a 
question. However, knowing what to do, when to do it 
and how to do is more complex.  
Applying information theory to the techniques 
developed for systems-centered theory, it has turned 
out to be relatively simple to reduce the restraining 
forces within the transactions at every boundary, and 
not too difficult to enlist the co-operation of the human 
beings while they learn to do it for themselves. From 
this framework, it makes no more sense to allow any 
living human system to discover, for itself, in the middle 
of a de-structuring situation, how to communicate 

across the boundaries of a chaotic system, under 
maximum stress. It is rather like expecting people to 
learn how to read by expecting them to first invent the 
alphabet. 
Well functioning systems manage communications at 
the boundaries within, between and among all systems 

in the hierarchy so that similarities and differences are 
recognized and integrated, and the hierarchy of systems 
evolve and transform. It is through the recognition and 
integration of differences: differences in the apparently 
similar and similarities in the apparently different, that 
living human systems develop their potential and also 
develop new potential. The human race, for example, 
has developed much greater potential in the years 
between now and the cave. .
Guidelines to Systems- 
Centered Leadership -  
Theory and Practice – 1991 
for Newark SCT Workshop 
Yvonne M. Agazarian  
There are many different orientations to leadership. 
The simplest approach is to see a group, a department 
or an organization in terms of individuals. However, 
this is likely to lead to working with the individuals in a 
group without harnessing the group itself to the goals 

FORCE FIELD  
OF DRIVING AND RESTRAINING FORCES TO SYSTEM DEVELOPMENT THROUGH DISCRIMINATING  

AND INTEGRATING COMMUNICATIONS ACROSS BOUNDARIES

Discriminating Differences and Similarities ------------> 
 

Discriminating Similarities in the Apparently Different 
and Differences in the Apparently Similar ------------>

integrating information in new ways ------------>

SYSTEM ------------>
DEVELOPMENT ------------>

DRIVING FORCES ------------>

<------------ Ambiguity

<------------ Contradictions

<------------ Redundancy

<------------  SYSTEM
<------------  FIXATION

<------------  RESTRAINING FORCES 
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of your leadership. Group dynamics are different from 
individual dynamics. 
This article frames individual and group dynamics from 
the perspective of a theory of living human systems. The 
advantage this introduces is a way of thinking about the 
dynamics of individuals, groups and organizations from 
the same perspective. Thus, all individuals, groups and 
organizations exist as systems in space and time. All have 
boundaries, function by organizing information, have 
the capacity to play different roles in the many different 
contexts in which they exist and are always related to 
goals (although these goals may not always be explicit). 

The Individual, the Group,  
and the System 
As systems-centered leaders, we can think about the 
system that we are leading from four perspectives. 
Each perspective is like looking out of a different 
window and seeing a different view.    
Through one window we see people. And when we 
lead, we lead individual people, and when we want our 
leadership to have an impact, we try to influence either 
the dynamics or the behavior of the individual person - 
we influence the “members” of the system.  
Another window gives us a view of people in interaction, 
and when we lead, we take into account interpersonal 
dynamics. When we want our leadership to have 
an impact, we try to influence the way that people 
communicate with each other - we influence the 
dynamics of the subgroup systems. 
From a third window we see the group and think 
about group dynamics to understand the way groups 
behave. From this perspective, we want to influence 
the group-as-a-whole to develop a climate and norms 
that facilitate moving towards the group goal. We 
influence the dynamics of the group-as-a-whole.  
From the systems-centered perspective, we see only 
systems.  We think about the member, the subgroup 
and the group-as-a-whole as systems. And we think 
about how to influence each and all of the systems 
in context. The subgroup exists in the context of the 
group-as-a-whole and is the context for its members. 
The most potent system to influence, therefore is 
almost always the subgroup, not the member, not the 
system-as a whole, and not the individual person (who 
exists in a context all of their own). 

Systems-Centered Groups 
Systems are abstractions. Leaders who want to see the 
world through system-centered eyes become aware 
of, not only the relationship between the group and its 

members, but also the group and the subgroup and the 
member as living human systems that all have the same 
structure and all function the same.  
The word for systems that have a common structure 
and function is isomorphy. Thinking about living human 
systems in terms of isomorphy is revolutionary. It means 
that once the structure (how a system is constructed) 
and function (how a system works) are defined for any 
one system, the definitions will apply to every other 
system in the hierarchy. Thus, what one learns about 
the member system applies also to the subgroup and 
group systems, what one learns about the subgroup 
system also applies to the member and group system 
and to the subgroup and member systems. 

System Centered Function 
All living human systems (members, subgroups and 
the systems-as-a-whole) are similar in the way they 
function: which is to organize and direct energy towards 
their goals.  
How living human systems function is by organizing 
and directing the information in communication. For 
practical purposes, therefore, energy and information 
are synonymous.  
How well systems functions depends upon the ability 
to recognize, contain and integrate differences. This 
process entails recognizing both the differences in 
what is apparently similar and the similarities in what is 
apparently different. 
The function of subsystems is to contain differences 
until the system can integrate them. The role of the 
subgroup in a systems-centered group is to contain 
differences in the group and process them until they 
can be integrated into the group-as-a-whole.  

System Centered Structure 
All living human systems in a hierarchy are similar in 
structure. All living human systems exist inside the 
structure of their boundaries.     
Boundaries contain the potential work energy for a 
group. Once the energy is contained it can be organized 
and directed towards the goals. 

Boundaries and Subgrouping 
The work of the systems-centered leader is “to consult 
to the boundaries of all the systems in the hierarchy” 
and to increase the probability that information that 
crosses the boundaries will be integrated in the process 
of functional subgrouping. The techniques that enable 
leaders to influence the structure and function of 
systems are called “boundarying” and “subgrouping.” 
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Boundaries and Boundarying 
Groups, subgroups and member systems all have 
boundaries that separate them from other systems 
in time and space. All systems “communicate” by 
sending and receiving information. The survival and 
development of each system in the hierarchy is 
determined by the kinds of information that crosses 
its boundaries. Information is the life force of systems.       
Boundarying is the method by which systems-centered 
leaders reduce the noise in the communication so that 
the information is more likely to be sent and received. 
This is done by reducing the contradictions, ambiguities 
and redundancies in language which serve as restraining 
forces to clear communication by obscuring meaning. 
Reducing the restraining forces to the transfer of 
information at all system levels releases the inherent 
system drive to survive, develop and transform. 
Boundaries define the system in space, time, reality 
and role. A system has boundaries in space and 
time. Space boundaries mark the threshold between 
the system inside and outside. Time boundaries 
differentiate between its past, present and the future. 
Reality boundaries differentiate between the world 
that exists in the mind and the world that exists for 
the five senses. 

Boundaries in Space and Time 
Boundaries in space and time define the group, 
subgroup and member systems in reality. Make sure 
your group knows where and when to meet. The state 
of the group boundaries determine the energy that 
is contained within the group for the work the group 
needs to do to reach its goals. 

Space Boundaries 
There is no group until it gets there - geographically and 
psychologically.  It is important that all members know 
where the group is meeting and to be there in both in 
mind and body! 
Space Boundaries: Outside to Inside: The systems-
centered leader’s first job is to get the energy into the 
system by facilitating the crossing of the boundaries 
from outside to inside.  The clearer group members 
are about how to focus their energy into the group, the 
more relevant information and energy is available to 
reach the group goals. 
Space Boundaries: Personal to Member. Does personal 
information belong in the group or inside oneself?  
Another leader challenge! - to reverse the personal 
tendency to withhold risky information that comes 
to mind in response to the group process - and to 

develop a norm in which the judgment as to whether 
information is useful data or not for group problem-
solving belongs to the group - not the individual!  The 
group cannot use information unless it is accessible.  
It is helpful to draw group members’ attention to an 
ignored fact of group life - that from the group perspective, 
no single member can take responsibility for how the 
group reacts to what a member says. If one stops and 
thinks, everyone has had the experience that one can say 
something one time and be completely ignored and say 
the same thing another time and be heard! The message 
is the same, but the group is different! On the other hand, 
every member has absolute responsibility for the effect 
on the group work of what they withhold from the group! 
These are useful facts in orienting systems-centered 
members not to take things just personally! 

Time Boundaries 
The group that is clear about its starting and stopping 
times can do their work in real world time and not be 
too distracted by fantasies that time is forever. 
Crossing from the Past and Future into the Present: 
The systems-centered leader’s job is to reverse a 
general tendency to cross the boundaries into the past 
or the future as a retreat from the problems in the 
present of the group.   
The clearer the group becomes about using personal 
past and the present and the future as a source of 
information that is relevant to the work at hand, the 
more the group can put its past experience and future 
predictions to good use.  

Reality Boundaries 
Groups cross boundaries between irreality and reality. 
The reality/irreality boundary marks the threshold 
between the fantasies; the wishes, fears, hopes and 
aspirations in a group; and the real facts of group life 
which is the context within which the group must solve 
its problems. 

Role Boundaries 
The systems-centered leader’s job is to help group 
member’s not to take their group roles personally! 
When members take group responses just personally, 
they lose sight of the working task.  Every member does 
better if he can understand his group role impersonally 
and understand his behavior in the context of the 
requirements of the member, subgroup and group 
systems, as well as his or her own personal system. It is 
important to help your group learn early that the role 
one thinks one is playing and the way that the group is 
using the role is rarely the same.   
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Roles as containers 
When differences emerge in a group that are too 
different to be integrated, the group solution is to 
create a role (a containing subsystem) which will 
keep the differences separate from the group. This 
is how familiar group-roles like identified patients 
and scapegoats are created as an institutionalized 
temporary solution that enables the group to continue 
to develop without “taking in” the deviance. 
Group roles serve a containing function for the group.  
First the identified patient, then the scapegoat, first 
the hero leader and then the villain; these group-
designated roles serve to “store” information in a 
sub-system until the system-as-a-whole can integrate 
it. If the group develops sufficiently to integrate the 
scapegoat role, for example, the person volunteered 
for the role may serve as the group pathfinder.  If the 
group fails, then the scapegoat may be forced out and 
the identified patient recalled, and perhaps kept for the 
life of the group.  
It is every leader’s job is to contain, for the group, those 
differences the group is not yet able to work with. It 
is the Systems-centered (SCT) leader’s job to contain 
differences for the group until the group can integrate 
them through functional subgrouping.  
In the development of the group, the leader is 
assigned different roles - first as the benign authority 
in the group, and then the malign authority in the 
group.  When the group leader contains these 
projections for the group, the members are then able 
to explore their disappointments with the leader 
and each other and the group, and thus come into 
the difficult reality of taking their own authority to 
address the group tasks.   
From the systems-centered perspective, conflict is contained 
in subgroups, not in individuals. Subgroups perform the 
basic task and maintenance functions of a group. Subgroups 
also keep the group stable by “containing” the splits in the 
group while the group acquires the skills to integrate them. 
When subgroups work to discriminate and integrate the 
different issues as they occur in the group, the impulse 
to create roles like the identified patient or scapegoat is 
explored rather than acted out. 

Goals 
Just as the boundaries determine the quantity and 
quality of group energy so too the ability of the group 
to reach its goals is determined by how clear the goals 
are and how clearly, they are kept in focus. 
Every group has both a primary and secondary goal. 
Primary group goals have to do with the survival and 

development of the group system itself. Secondary 
group goals have to do with the purpose or task of the 
group. The group relates primarily to its primary goals 
and secondarily to its secondary goals.  
There is an inherent drive towards the group’s primary 
goals that is always stronger than the driving forces that 
the group must mobilize to reach its secondary goals. 
Primary Goals: Primary goals are internal system goals 
that relate to the survival and development of the 
group. As the group develops, so it transforms from 
simple to complex. There is a driving force inherent 
in all living human systems to the primary goals of 
survival, development, and transformation. When you 
help the group to maintain its boundaries (in space and 
time) and facilitate clear communications across the 
boundaries, you give the group healthy guidelines for 
both survival and development. 
Secondary Goals: Secondary goals are the external 
system goals that relate to the solving of the problems 
in mastering its environment.    
A major driving force towards reaching secondary 
goals is to remind the group what its goal is. The group 
cannot work towards its explicit goal if it isn’t kept 
clearly in mind. 
Explicit and Implicit Goals: Primary and secondary goals 
can each be either explicit (acknowledged as the stated 
purpose of the group) or implicit (the goal the group is 
behaving “as if” it has), and they can be congruent or 
incongruent with each other. If the way the group is 
behaving implicitly conflicts with the group’s primary 
or secondary purpose (or both) the only energy the 
group will have available for its work will be whatever 
energy can be spared from its conflict. Every system 
(the subgroup and member and the group-as-a-whole) 
in a group must solve the problems that lie on the route 
to their external goals.  
Energy: Energy is the driving force towards the 
primary system goals of survival, development and 
transformation. Energy is transferred across the 
boundaries within, between and among all systems 
in the hierarchy of living human systems in the form 
of information. Living human systems get their energy 
from the information in communication. Information is 
only available to the system when the boundaries are 
permeable to communication. 
There is noise in every communication channel. Noise 
acts like static on the line and makes it more difficult 
for the information in the communication to get 
across. “Noise” in communication are the ambiguities, 
contradictions and redundancies in language which 
interfere with the systems’ ability to discriminate 
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and integrate information. SCT leaders systematically 
reduce the noise in communications as they cross the 
boundaries into the system. They use subgrouping to 
reduce the noise that conflicts generate within the 
system.  

Subgroups and Functional  
Subgrouping 
Functional subgrouping is the conflict-resolution 
method that SCT leaders introduce into the group. SCT 
subgrouping is the process of developing the system’s 
functional ability to discriminate, to split and separate, 
to communicate, and to re-integrate in ever greater 
differentiation and complexity. 
All subgroups come together around similarities and 
separate around differences. Stereotype subgroups 
come together around similarities, separate from 
differences, and often institutionalize or scapegoat 
them. Functional subgroups come together around 
similarities and recognize and integrate differences.   
Functional subgrouping is the SCT technique for 
recognizing and integrating differences. SCT leaders 
facilitate this process by encouraging the group-as-
a-whole to split into separate subgroups so that the 
differences can be both contained and explored in 
the group-as-a-whole.  As each subgroup explores 
its similarities it comes to recognize and integrate 
differences in what was apparently similar in its own 
subgroup, so each subgroup comes to recognize 
similarities in what was apparently different in the 
other subgroup, a transformational integration takes 
place in the group-as-a-whole. 
Keep the Group-as-a-whole aware of its Subgroups: 
Subgroups come together around similarities. 
Subgroup support encourages sub-group members to 
give information in an unambiguous, clear and audible 
voice. 
Subgroups separate on differences - subgroup dialogues 
exchange contradictory information across boundaries, 
process and integrate it. 
Keep Individuals aware of their Subgroup Membership. 
Individuals can belong to more than one subgroup at 
the same time. This can be confusing, and individuals 
may want to simplify their inner experience by being 
loyal to one at the expense of the other. Encourage 
members to contain the conflict of resonating with 
more than one subgroup at a time and choose the 
one that seems to be working on issues that are most 
relevant. Sometimes this means shutting out the other 
subgroups. Sometimes it means being aware of the 
other subgroups but choosing to continue to work 
in the chosen one. Sometimes this means that the 

members work is completed for the moment in one 
subgroup and that it is time to join another. (When this 
happens the member says goodbye to one subgroup 
and hello to the next!) 

System-Centered Hierarchy 
Every system exists in the environment of the system 
above it and is the environment for the system below 
it. Looking at a hierarchy in a group, it can be seen that 
the subgroup exists in the environment of the group-
as-a-whole and is the environment for its members. 
Thus, the subgroup system has boundaries that are 
common to both group and member systems. By 
influencing the dynamics of the subgroup, SCT leaders 
directly influence the dynamics of both the group-as-a-
whole and the members.  

The Systems-Centered Hierarchy of 
Defense Modification 
Certain defensive communications restrain, not only 
the transfer of information in the communication, 
but also serve as restraining forces to the survival and 
development of the system itself. Boundarying and 
subgrouping are the methods that the SCT leader uses 
to address both these issues at once. 
The method of boundarying modifies defensive 
communications in a specific sequence, synchronized 
with the specific developmental requirements of 
the phase that the system is in. In this way, both 
the restraining forces to communication and the 
restraining forces to system development are reduced 
simultaneously. Functional subgrouping contains the 
conflicts so that the conflicting information can be used 
for problem-solving rather than as ammunition in a 
group fight! (Systems develop through phases of flight 
and fight in relationship to authority and hope and 
despair in relationship to intimacy, before transforming 
into a working system whose energy is related more to 
its goals than to the management of its defenses.) 

Driving and Restraining Forces 
In SCT terms, it can be said that communications across 
all boundaries serve as either driving or restraining 
forces that determine whether the system approaches 
or avoids the problems that must be solved along the 
path to the systems goals. For example, “defenses” as 
they are conceptualized in therapy, on the one hand 
organize the resistance to change (serve as restraining 
forces) and on the other maintain system stability 
during the therapeutic process (driving forces). Systems 
thinking about defenses makes it possible to generalize 
understanding to every level of the therapeutic system..
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Systems-Centered Training Program

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

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

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

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

perspective of group dynamics.  The major outcomes 
of Foundation level training are:
      •  Being able to work in a subgroup
      •   Understanding the shift from a personal to a 

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

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

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

road between explaining and exploring
      •   Learned how to work with SCT techniques to 

undo their own anxiety, tension, depression and 
outrage

      •   Recognized their pulls to compliant and defiant 
roles and role-locks

      •   Developed a sufficient awareness of their own 
authority issues to be able to contain and 
explore them, rather than act them out

      •   Developed a good ability not to take others and 
themselves “just personally”

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

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

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

Advanced Training: Continuing 
Development
Advanced training emphasizes the integration of 
comprehensive and apprehensive knowledge into 
functional roles that relate to the goal of the context. 
Advanced training is ongoing and can be done in several 
contexts:
      •   Working as a member of a peer licensing group 

to build a working group, develop criteria for 
assessment, and implement a peer assessment 
process

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

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

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

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

This book, and Yvonne’s  
last book, illustrates  
systems-centered therapy 
and training (SCT) by  
offering a practical  
theory to guide group  
psychotherapists, leaders 
and consultants in working 
with group dynamics.

Order online at 
bit.ly/SCT-IllustratedGuide

Our new book is now available!
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This section is intended for members to share their experiences with SCT, responses to articles, workshops, trainings, 
and anything else related to exploring SCT and the Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS). If you have a question, 
an idea, or if a newsletter item or forum contribution has sparked your interest, consider writing a response. You 
don’t have to have a thorough grounding in the theory that supports our work and our community; you just have 
to bring your curiosity and add your voice. Whether your contribution is short or long, it’s always welcome. The 
goal is to share energy, build and learn together. 

Five Differences between a Living 
Human System and a Living Human 
Nitesh Painuly 
Nitesh.painuly@gmail.com 

1.  A living human system is a thought (idea) whereas 
a living human is not. An act of describing a living 
human (like this) is within the domain of a living 
human system, and this doesn’t touch a living human. 

2.  A living human system survives, develops and 
transforms.  A living human doesn’t follow this 
sequence, or any sequence (try observing a living 
human, e.g., oneself, without a living human system). 

3.  A living human exists irrespective of a living human 
system, though a living human system does not exist 
without a living human. 

4.  Violence (e.g., undue force or systemic racism) is a 
property of a living human system; nothing to do 
with a living human. 

5.  The theory of a living human system applies to a 
living human system. This does not apply to a living 
human. 

Anyone else? .
Does SCT Have Space For Us  
and Others Like Us? 
Esraa Abd El Fattah 
esraa.abdelfattah@me.com 
Anthea Benjamin 
info@antheabenjamin.co.uk 

Anthea: I am a Black Caribbean woman from London, 
England who is a practicing psychotherapist and group 
analyst working with people from a range of different 
racial and cultural backgrounds with a special interest 
in racial trauma.  
Esraa: I am a female presenting Egyptian immigrant 
living in Oakland, California. I am a graduate student 
researcher focused on exploring how emotions show 
up in radical spaces and how they drive and restrain 
liberation movements.  

After the 2021 SCT Annual Conference we came 
together with some members of the BIPOC community 
to process and reflect on our experience at the 
Conference and with the SCT community in general. 
What we discovered was a disappointingly familiar 
pattern. We, Anthea and Esraa, have chosen to write 
about some of our experiences here to share them 
with the wider SCT community in hope of initiating a 
dialogue and possibly opening the system’s boundaries.  
Both of us were initially attracted to and excited about 
the potential of SCT in creating anti-racist spaces. As the 
world comes to grip with the magnitude and intensity 
of the white supremacist power structure, there is an 
enormous need for working with differences and finding 
new ways of relating to one another. Unfortunately, both 
of us walked away from the Conference wondering if SCT 
has space for us and others in the BIPOC community. 
Worse, we wondered what harm has previously been 
done to those in the BIPOC community by SCT including 
the recent attempts at using SCT theory and its protocols 
to address racial oppression. 
The Conference, like all other SCT spaces we have 
participated in, was of predominantly white membership. 
In a Conference of over a hundred, we could literally count 
the number of other BIPOC on one hand. It is difficult 
to explain the experience of being a racial minority in 
a group to white people, but one way to describe it is 
being put on edge. In that situation, there is a field full 
of cultural norms that prioritize the white experience 
and place BIPOC outside the group’s boundary. Being in 
an environment where you are in the minority and not 
mirrored and where your racial and historical context 
is not shared or understood puts you in a vulnerable 
position. You lack the safety and containment to be able 
to bring in your authentic self. This often leaves us in the 
familiar and frustrating position of having to defend our 
experiences and explain how we are positioned in the 
world, and this was enacted within the SCT Conference. 
SCT states that in order for a group to thrive, members 
need to join and build on each other’s experience to find 
the similarities in the differences and the differences in 
the similarities. The challenge with race and experiences 
around race is that without a group understanding of how 
racism, power, privilege, positioning, and unconscious 
bias shows up in group dynamics, the minority subgroup 
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is forced to learn to relate to and join the majority 
subgroup while the majority subgroup has the privilege 
to choose whether and how they will relate to the 
minority subgroup. More than once we found ourselves 
in a position of holding major differences as a Black 
woman and a brown person, struggling to find ways to 
join conversations that centered around the experiences 
and anxieties of being white, or overcome very specific 
hurdles to bring in a difference.  
 One hurdle which revealed the lack of understanding of 
racial dynamics was the failure of the leaders to check 
in with the silent BIPOC subgroup. Even when that was 
overcome and BIPOC members found a way to join and 
raise their perspectives, the group would consistently 
drop the difference or reject what was brought in by 
labeling it with SCT jargon such as ‘outrage, blame, or 
explaining’. The group’s inability to hold the difference 
and allow for the exploration of the BIPOC experience 
was a major restraining force in the group’s development, 
and the experience of being a racial minority that gets 
dropped by the system is painful and re-traumatising. 
This leads to the silencing of the minority subgroup, and 
with it, the triggering of old survival roles.  
Eventually, this dynamic sets up an isomorphic hierarchy, 
a form of scapegoating where the predictable splits 
around difference don’t get picked up, and it reinforces 
white supremacist ideals and power structures. As a 
result, we often found ourselves sitting and watching 
while white members, who hold privilege in our society 
which was designed and shaped by white supremacist 
values and ideals, talked about how race impacts 
them. Meanwhile we, members of the oppressed 
BIPOC community, sat silently listening and holding our 
differences. The irony did not evade us.  
Compounding this situation, it never took long 
for white fragility and defensiveness to show up 
unchecked in the guise of closing of boundaries 
when exploring what was coming up in the moment. 
We watched as members went into outrage and 
proclaimed their frustration with being seen as 
“white because I am so much more.” Others distanced 
themselves by closing their boundaries further in 
refusing to look at their whiteness by proclaiming 
some other personal characteristics while stating 
their anger at “even having this conversation.” We 
watched as defense mechanisms, intended to protect 
white privilege and the system of white supremacy, 
kicked in and erased the BIPOC experience from 
the conversation over and over again. This often 
seemed like a breakdown of the sending/receiving 
system which became impermeable, and we didn’t 
seem to have any capacity or tools to work with this 

as a group. Even still, we BIPOC members tried our 
hardest to manage the internal triggers, survival 
system alarms being set off, and the anxieties that 
came along so that we could be present in the 
moment and try to find ways to join the group.  
SCT requires us to bring in our differences. But what if 
your difference has never been something the system 
can bear? What if the system was built on silencing you 
and thriving off your silence? What if, historically, every 
time you break your silence the system murderously 
closes its boundaries even further? Our efforts to bring 
in differences failed, and a lifetime of experience told 
us that it would have required a violent and dramatic 
effort for us to have successfully been able to bring in 
our differences and force the group to hold space for us. 
That kind of heavy lifting is frankly asking too much of a 
handful of individuals from the BIPOC community in a 
sea of white faces, especially when there are designated 
group leaders charged with facilitating work. 
It is difficult even now to bring in these differences in 
this context, and we write with the worry that this may 
only be seen as a communication from our survivor 
system activation and not seen as a real concern that 
needs to be taken up as a SCT community. We’ve 
studied and revised every sentence trying to anticipate 
every angle of critique, and we’re still not satisfied. We 
are submitting regardless.   
Anxieties are high and emotions are raw as we explore 
our experiences and dare to share them with the 
white-dominated SCT membership. We recognize the 
mind-reads, negative predictions, survival roles, and 
role locks that fuel our anxieties, and the intensity of 
our emotions. This is rooted in centuries of trauma 
of Black and brown bodies at the hands of the white 
supremacist power structure and the knowledge of 
what happens when Black and brown bodies dare to 
question said power structure. Regardless, we see real, 
tangible issues with the SCT structure as it played out at 
the conference. Without the historical understanding 
of white supremacy, its impact on how the world sees 
our racial identities, and its role on our society’s power 
dynamics, there will never be a clear understanding of 
how racism restrains group development, and SCT will 
continue to fail the BIPOC community. 
One of the things that drew us to SCT is its focus on 
working with differences. It is clear that SCT group 
leaders are trained to be aware of and counter many 
hidden restraining forces like the tendencies to keep 
out new group members and the enactment of roles. 
What about the restraining forces of white supremacy? 
We see these restraining forces, and we need the white 
membership to see them too if we are going to have a 
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place in SCT. We need the leaders and the organization 
to explore the ways the language, the protocols, and 
the system of SCT is impacted and shaped by white 
supremacist power structures and ideals. We see a 
plethora of ways the system can open up its boundaries 
to be truly an egalitarian space, and we need the white 
membership to join us. .
SCT, Yoga, and Learning 
Juliet Koprowska 
julietska@gmail.com 
I’m an SCT veteran (25 years+) and a yoga novice (18 
months). Over the last few years in various contexts I’ve 
been working with people new to SCT, predominantly 
social workers or therapists. * There is often a voice 
in the group asking, “How and when can we use 
these skills with other people?” I have a range of role 
reactions to this question, as follows: 
     •   My “SCT police” role: You can use functional 

subgrouping any time, and nothing else till you’re 
licensed. (In this role I lose the following knowledge. 
We can use the methods after Intermediate 
Skills Training, provided we’re in consultation. 
And being licensed is a requirement for calling 
ourselves SCT therapists or consultants.) 

     •   My impatient “oh for heaven’s sake” role (always 
translated into something kinder in tone and content): 
Have you ever learnt a skill in a single session that 
you felt qualified to use? SCT’s no different. 

     •   My one-up “wise” role; It’s lovely to hear your 
interest, and it does take a long time. 

None of these responses have felt comfortable, 
unsurprisingly, as they come from old adaptive roles.   
I realise that I also have an old role of “quick learner.”  
No praise was greater than to be told I was a quick 
learner, that I could understand or do things right 
away that other people found difficult. While I have 
worked really hard to understand some things I didn’t 
immediately “get,” I have also dropped learning in 
areas where my quickness wasn’t available.   
My experience of SCT has not been one of “getting it” 
quickly. I can’t count how many times I heard the same 
mini-lecture from Yvonne Agazarian or Fran Carter in the 
early years of my training, and it felt peculiarly similar yet 
a revelation at the same time. And after I’d attended a 
training, other people sometimes knew something had 
changed in me before I did. For example, I co-ran a group 
in about 1994 for people with PTSD, and after I had 
attended an SCT training event in York, my co-worker 
said, “You seem warmer and more empathic this time.” 

I was a bit shocked – I thought I was super-empathic 
anyway, but evidently not. Nowadays after a training 
experience I can feel and notice the difference in my way 
of “doing” SCT, and communicating generally. 
So, on to yoga. My interest started with some wonderful 
Conference experiences years ago of early morning 
yoga with Susan Lange. I talked with her about yoga in 
2019, as I was feeling stiff and tight and my other fitness 
activities weren’t helping with this. And that led me to 
find Joyce, a lovely yoga teacher near to me in York. 
After a few months the weekly classes changed to online 
because of Covid. And then in November 2020 I started 
doing yoga daily, following ‘Yoga with Adriene’ online. 
Both Joyce and Adriene frequently use phrases like, 
“notice how this feels in your body today,” explicitly 
drawing attention to each person’s unique body, to 
how it feels and what it is capable of today. What we 
did yesterday may provide a foundation for what we 
can do today, or we may find the same practice just as 
challenging or even more so. My posture has changed, I’m 
more flexible, I have less pain, I’m stronger. Cognitively, 
I know that this has happened because I’ve been doing 
yoga, yet my experience is that it has happened while 
I’ve been doing yoga. This exactly reflects my experience 
of learning SCT. And what strikes me in particular is that 
while I am building a yoga repertoire of different practices 
and positions, much is a repetition of what I have done 
many times before. I hear Adriene’s voice saying, “See 
what you can find new in this today, just explore.” 
This morning I was thinking about a group I am teaching 
now and wondering how to convince them of the value 
of doing the same things over again next year. Making the 
link between how I learn both SCT and yoga, I’m beginning 
to find new ways of addressing people’s desire to know 
when they can ‘use’ the skills with others. Convincing 
them isn’t the way. Doing the same things many times, 
finding the new in it each time and, as they say in musical 
scores, “Once more, with feeling!”, might be enough. 
*I currently train others in SCT either with a project 
licence, as a co-leader or in consultation with a licensed 
practitioner. .
How About a Theory of  
Living Systems? 
Norma Safransky 
nsafransky@gmail.com 
One of my very favorite chores in my garden is turning 
over the compost pile. It all starts in my kitchen. When 
I’m cooking, I put the onion skins, the turnip tops, 
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bits of asparagus that are too tough to cook into the 
compost container and whisper the prayer- “for the 
worms.” 
In my neighborhood, we have the compost pile next to 
the chicken coop. My neighbors and I bring our food 
scraps and waste- that bit of moldy cheese, the carrot 
tops, the bread that went stale- to the compost pile. 
We cover it with leaves that we raked from the parking 
lot or that the city delivers to us from the trees of other 
neighborhoods. We toss the poopy bedding from the 
chicken coop into the mix. When the container is full, I 
take a pitchfork and turn it over into the container next 
to the pile. In goes the moldy cheese, the turnips tops, 
the leaves, the chicken shit from the coop. It’s looking 
pretty...well, gross. 
It’s sweaty, satisfying work. 
Then this amazing thing happens. All the different 
substances start disintegrating. The worms eat it and 
digest it and add to the pile. You can’t tell the moldy 
cheese from the turnip tops from the chicken shit. 
Being an SCT practitioner, I can’t help but thinking...
discriminating and integrating differences. Everything 
is transformed into a rich, dark soil which we add to 
our vegetable garden beds, which grow the vegetables 
for our tables and the whole cycle starts again. I’m 
still lobbying to change the name of our theory to the 
Theory of Living Systems! .
 

White Supremacy and Systems- 
Centered Theory of Role Systems
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com 
I am seen and see myself as “white.” Like many who 
identify as white I find the idea of “white supremacy” 
is hard to take. 
For me, like many in the mainstream of our culture, 
white supremacy has been identified with groups and 
individuals whose explicit manifestos are racist. Its 
association is to extreme right-wing movements. 
Yet, in theories of racism that version of white supremacy 
is just one manifestation of a deeply embedded set of 
assumptions underlying western culture, namely that 
whites are superior to Blacks as well as to people of 
other “races” generally. I use quotation marks here as 
there is actually only one race; even the idea of different 
races is a product of this underlying assumption.   
As I understand it the hypothesis of critical race theory 
is that naming this underlying belief in white superiority 

helps us see how, at many system levels, the white culture 
has authorized itself to take dominant roles in relation to 
people of color, particularly Black people here in the US. 
This position legitimized enslavement, murder, torture, 
discriminatory laws and norms, dismissal, disregard, and 
much more. We’ve seen the horrific consequence of this 
in small, persistent and large violet way. This is the built-
in human tendency to fear/hate differences that are 
feel too different, taken to normative, institutionalized 
levels. This all makes sense to me. 
Like many of you, I have been reflecting on systems-
centered ideas in relation to the idea of white 
supremacy.  
We know SCT’s functional subgrouping as an approach 
to including, exploring and integrating the information 
held in differences. The technique of functional 
subgrouping puts in to practice one of the assumptions 
of systems-centered theory: living human systems 
survive, develop and transform through discriminating 
and integrating the information in differences.  
There is another level of SCT, the theory level. Moving 
up to theory gives us a perspective from which to 
look at familiar (and unfamiliar) experiences, ideas, 
processes – differently. And then to see if it is a useful 
view – if we can see something in a way that lets us do 
something different. We would be thinking boundaries 
and boundary permeability, energy, noise, driving and 
restraining forces, implicit and explicit goals. 
I decided to focus on the theory level to frame my 
own experience and understanding. The following 
are my initial thoughts. I know I am joining work that 
is already happening and hope still others will join in 
exploring these ideas. In our own SCTRI system, the 
member-organized SCT and Race group and the SCT 
Center’s group using theory to frame and explore 
systemic racism are committed to working to find a 
way forward. So this is a contribution to that work.  
Coming into a systems-centered perspective, I have 
been exploring the idea of framing white supremacy 
as a cultural survival role system. (For a description of 
theory of survival role systems go to Systems-Centered 
Training: An Illustrated Guide to Applying a Theory of 
Living Human Systems by Yvonne Agazarian, Susan 
Gantt and Frances Carter [2021]). 
In SCT we understand survival roles as closed-boundaried 
systems that only take in information similar enough to 
the role’s perspective that it does not disrupt the way 
“it” sees things. We infer the existence of a survival role 
system from its behavioral output. Survival role systems 
are mostly out of consciousness, or not understood 
to be a way of constructing reality; rather they are 
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experienced as reality itself. In fact, in survival roles we 
cannot test reality as we only take in congruent data.  
With this idea, we can see the identification of 
behavioral outputs leading us to infer a cultural survival 
role system in books such as White Supremacy and Me 
by Layla Saad and Caste: The Origins of our Discontent 
by Isabel Wilkerson. 
Once we are thinking role systems we think about 
boundaries, energy/information, subsystems and 
system hierarchies. For example, our systems theory 
says that boundaries close to noise in communication: 
ambiguity, contradictions, redundancies. How then 
might we reduce the noise in our communications 
around the exploration of the hypothesis of a white 
supremacy survival role system and its consequences?  
I have been using the hypothesis of an implicit survival 
role system in the white culture that, isomorphically, 
would be present in some way in all members of that 
culture. Including me. I don’t have to ask for it or 
even know about it to be influenced in my attitudes, 
assumptions, language, behavior. So how can I approach 
this idea in myself as a member of this larger system? 
My speculation and experiment is that, as members 
of the white “subsystem” of our system-as-a-whole 
identifying our survival roles in relation to race has the 
potential to separate from the roles enough to explore 
them. Exploring is different from enacting and only 
becomes possible when we can see and acknowledge 
our role systems. That’s where it is vital for white people 
to own their survival role systems in relation to race. 
Separating from survival roles opens our boundaries to 
reality, including the differences in the experiences of 
Blacks in our culture and to recognize the role systems 
developed to survive the traumatic impact of systemic 
racism born from the cultural assumptions of white 
supremacy. We are a system-as-a-whole.  
How to explore my survival roles that have the flavor 
of superiority as a white person? Our theory of role 
systems proposes two subsystems in our inner persons: 
survival roles (closed boundaries and trauma-related) 
and exploratory roles (permeable to data and fueled by 
curiosity). We know survival roles close to differences, 
to being “told,” criticized, intruded on. How do I activate 
my exploratory role system, my curiosity, so that my 
survival roles can open boundaries to exploration? This 
is both an inner-person and an inter-person process: 
inner-person exploration of my own survival roles in 
relation to race and inter-person curiosity and openness 
to discover what we see and hear about others when 
we are out of our survival roles. Further, how do 
we manage this when the larger systems-as-a-whole 
patterns of communication around race are often filled 

with accusations, denial, outrage, self-preoccupations, 
negative predictions and mind-reads? This noise can 
itself be seen as the output of survival roles, perhaps 
fueled by fear, anger and retaliatory impulses. 
Building groups that have the skills to explore makes 
it possible to hear and understand differences. When 
we subgroup functionally we aren’t talking to the 
difference; we are in the space as the difference is 
explored in its own subgroup. In the context of our 
subgroup’s similarity we find more capacity to hear the 
difference. We may even become more aware of and 
be able to bear the similarities, making possible a more 
complex integration in the systems-as-a-whole.  
That’s the theory. I hope I and we will be able to 
explore the reality. 
By the way, this thinking does not yet look at the impact 
of the historical and current power differences inherent 
in having a dominant culture that has organized many 
social and legal systems for its own benefit in a way 
that systematizes racism. 
Anyone else curious about using systems thinking to 
frame these issues as we explore? With an exploratory 
space so we can build a shared framework at the system 
level. We can then see if we find it useful and if we can 
do anything different because of that perspective. .
 

Pitbulls, Porcupines and Opossums: 
Developing Compassion in 
Caregivers and Educators for 
Children’s Survival Roles 
Kati Taunt BSc. MA, PGDip. 
katitaunt@gmail.com 
When I deliver training on trauma-informed care to 
teachers, social workers, foster carers, youth offending 
teams, police and others in the UK, I like to show them 
a picture of an opossum. A North American opossum to 
be precise (with a silent “O”??). The opossum is lying 
on a sidewalk with its tongue lolling out, eyes glazed 
and looking very dead. 
“What animal is this?” I ask and am always amused 
when they think it is a badger, or a ferret or a 
squirrel, which is probably an indication of how far 
removed we are in our cities from our own UK-based 
wildlife. Eventually someone who has watched “Over 
the Hedge” or “Ice Age 2” will correctly identify it as 
an opossum. “And what do they do when faced with 
danger?” Of course, they play dead. 
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The opossum’s survival response in the face of its 
predators (bobcats, coyotes and cougars amongst 
others) is to pretend to be dead, which apparently is 
enough for its predators to lose interest and wander off. 
Very sensible of the opossum to evolve this response, 
and whilst I don’t know for sure I am guessing this 
would tie in somewhere with the ancient vagus nerve, 
the vagal nervous system that in humans produces a 
death-feigning immobility reaction when faced with 
threat of death (Porges, 2011).  However, as I witnessed 
two years ago on a drive back from Petaluma visiting 
friends, this response does not serve the opossum 
well on the highways of North California. SUVs are not 
predators (in the true sense of the word) and playing 
dead is not functional in front of one. 
But the poor ‘ole opossum has only one survival 
behaviour. 
The porcupine when threatened backs into a corner 
and erects his quills to stop anyone or anything getting 
near him, the limpet clings to a rock for all it is worth, 
squids squirt ink, and so on (I am reliably informed 
that a horned lizard squirts blood from its eyes when 
threatened). 
The sand lizard is very hard to catch. I know, I spent a 
week amusing my then 6-year-old trying to catch one in 
Sardinia. They move very quickly in the face of danger. 
Maybe this child that I am helping a system to think 
about learnt to run whenever an adult shouted? Very 
functional. And yet when their friendly teacher shouts 
to let the class know that it is recess and hence time to 
tidy up, it is not functional to run out of the classroom. 
The teacher is bemused or cross or triggered into their 
own survival roles, the child gets told off, shamed or 
punished, and over time will be identified as having 
poor impulse control and inattention. People will start 
to wonder if they need medicating for ADHD or should 
have a diagnosis of conduct disorder. 
I train educators and care givers working with children 
who have experienced early trauma and who have 
developed functional survival roles with functional 
behaviours to keep themselves safe in their homes, 
families and communities. These roles and behaviours 
are less functional and hence “challenging” for others in 
some of their other contexts (for example school). 
“Isn’t it great that they have these roles and behaviours?” 
I say to those attending the training or consultation. Many 
are not sure, since managing a class full of opossums, 
porcupines, squid and sand lizards is extremely hard 
work.  “Without these behaviours they would not be/ 
have been safe at home with their families.” I continue. 
I remember first learning something about this when 
I was working as part of a system around an adorable 

yet exhausting 6-year-old. Her adoptive parents were 
talking about how “manipulative” they found her to be, 
and the psychiatrist said “Well, isn’t that wonderful?” 
The parents looked bemused, and he continued, “It 
is so great that she managed to manipulate her 
environment so that she could stay safe and get her 
needs met.” I learnt a lot from this wonderful and 
compassionate psychiatrist. 
This was before I trained in SCT, and now of course I 
would subgroup and attune to irritated adults (often in 
their own survival roles) before bringing in such a big 
difference. 
Then there are the pitbulls. Pitbulls are banned in the 
UK, which makes them mythical beasts of threat and 
danger. I have a mild Pitbull rescue obsession, that 
due to some magic, Facebook seems to know about 
without me ever telling them and it thoughtfully sends 
me regular video clips of dogs that were used for 
fighting being patiently and gently rehabilitated into 
loving and affectionate pets. 
No one In these videos blames the ‘pittie’ who had 
been mistreated by people for his survival behaviours 
of growling, snapping and biting. His survival roles are 
functional and understandable. No one looks at him 
and says he is ungrateful or that he is choosing to hurt. 
No one takes his attack personally. So can a foster carer 
see the function in the survival roles of the aggressive, 
rejecting teenager? 
Indeed, the sad truth is that many of these children 
and young people are not safe yet. They still live in 
families where there is adversity, poverty and adults 
living in their own survival roles. They rely on their 
survival behaviours to safely navigate getting up and 
having breakfast (or not), to be vigilant as they travel 
to school across the territory of rival gangs, past the 
chicken shop where their mate’s brother was stabbed 
last week. School staff would prefer them to put their 
survival roles in their lockers for the school day and 
pick them up again as they leave the building – and of 
course this is not possible. 
I find that working with teachers and carers using 
the language of functional survival roles for children 
is becoming increasingly, well, functional. Reframing 
“challenging” behaviours as functional survival 
behaviours emerging in the wrong context can help 
adults take them less personally. Naming children’s 
survival roles with affection, as Opossums, Pitties, 
Lizards, Porcupines, Limpets and so on can shift adults 
from blaming, shaming and labelling to compassionate 
affection for roles that kept precious children safe.  
So, to end with the story of “Darren” who had 
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experienced much trauma, abandonment and abuse 
in his early years. His survival roles meant he needed 
to know what was going on all the time, so at school 
he could not stay in his seat, he darted around the 
classroom, he shouted out and didn’t wait turns. His 
teacher was deeply frustrated with him and managing 
him took a lot of her energy. We worked together for 
a number of sessions to make sense of how his hyper-
vigilance and quick responses were helpful to him in his 
birth family.  
I met his class teacher a while ago and asked how things 
were. She told me that there was some progress, he 
had a great new carer and was more settled. He still 
gets out of his seat, he still needs to know what is going 
on within the classroom all the time. And was she still 
irritated by him? No, he was her little Meercat, he 
was busy keeping the whole class safe looking out for 
danger and moving fast was just how he did that. 
Reference: 
Porges, S. (2011). The  polyvagal  theory:  Neurophysiological 
foundations of emotions, attachment, communication, 
and self-regulation. New York:  NY Norton.

 .
 

Moving Out of a Survival Role 
Norma Safransky 
nsafransky@gmail.com 
I’m both excited and anxious by the new BIPOC voices 
coming into the SCT system. I’m excited by the different 
perspectives and by the history I am first learning about 
from our BIPOC members. I feel energized and curious 
and I want to learn more. 
I also feel anxious. I feel worried I will say the wrong 
thing or do the wrong thing and hurt or offend someone. 
I’m worried I’ll be identified as a white supremacist. 
I know these negative predictions BUT I have already 
hurt and offended so I’ve gotten wary. I feel pulled 
back and cautious. I’ve heard this reaction called “white 
fragility” and that my comments are evidence of my 
“white supremacy.” I recoil at these words. I don’t 
know if or when I’ll set that off. I don’t know what is 
meant by these words or what I am doing that triggers 
those pejoratives. I start reading the minds of BIPOC 
members and think they are thinking that I’m just as 
bad as a Nazi or that I am aligned with supporters of 
Donald Trump. I automatically become defensive and I 
stop wanting to learn. 
When I re-center I can see our system working to 
integrate information. It is turbulent. And I know the 
value of integrating differences so I want to hang on 

through the turbulence. I am curious about the idea 
of white fragility. I’m remembering a moment when 
Yvonne told us all to “toughen up.” I would like to 
explore the similarities as a pathway in. I wonder if 
“white supremacy” means something different to our 
BIPOC members than my frame of Nazis. Maybe it 
has something to do with a social wide pervasive role 
lock- one up, one down. Then I’m curious how we 
trigger each other and work to maintain the status quo. 
Finding our similarities in understanding theoretically 
what has happened in our racially polarized world 
makes me curious. Then I am excited again and eager 
to learn. 

  .
Stabilitas: Explorations  
at the Edge of Trauma 
Natalia Shulgina 
Natalia.Shulgina@unchealth.unc.edu 

dear one, do not run. stay 
let’s face Fear steadily 
let’s look lovingly  
into its eyes—“Welcome…”—let us stay
 
dear one, do not run. stay 
let’s feel Pain all the way 
let’s step into its strong embrace 
with fists unclenched—let us stay 

dear one, do not run. stay 
let Darkness come and put  
its soft wrap around our eyes and  
with blind mind—let us stay 
dear one, do not run. stay 
let’s see if Death comes 
let’s see where it takes us 
Together we will make the crossing—if we stay. . 
  

Love in the Time of COVID 
Gail Spindell 
Gramercy17@hotmail.com 
Believe me, this turns into a Love Story. 
After earning my Master’s degree in Social Work from 
NYU in May 1980, I got a job at Bellevue Hospital in 
New York City. Placed on the Oncology Unit, I was soon 
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observing young gay men being treated for, and dying 
from, a mysterious disease then called GRID—Gay Related 
Immune Deficiency, eventually named AIDS—Acquired 
Immune Deficiency Syndrome. These men and I were in a 
similar age range and I felt drawn to work with them. After 
several months of escalating cases being presented, an 
idea for giving care and treatment was formulated. 
A grassroots clinic, the Community Health Project (now 
known as the Callen-Lorde Community Health Center), 
devoted to the medical needs of the gay community, 
was overwhelmed with the number of new cases. It 
approached the City of New York for help, and a liaison 
was formed. With the addition of medical and support 
staff from Bellevue, an independent, full-service clinic 
opened its doors at the Gay and Lesbian Community 
Center on West 13th Street in the epicenter of the 
epidemic in the West Village. 
Bellevue’s contribution was the medical staff—doctors, 
nurses, social workers, and ancillary staff to get the 
clinic up and running. Bellevue also made the hospital 
available as backup for services the clinic was too small 
to accommodate as well as access to inpatient stays.  I 
was approached to be the primary Social Worker. 
Enthusiasm and motivation to serve filled me, along 
with trepidation, since I was just a year out of graduate 
school. We were charting new territory with the infancy 
of the clinic and the devastating prognosis of the 
disease, with little or no effective treatment available.  
I personally felt well-placed in my position as my parents 
had lived with chronic illness and were both deceased 
by the time I was 30. Fortunately, or unfortunately, 
I had learned intimate lessons of loss, survival, and 
impermanence.  
There was initially a staff of 12, with the Medical 
Director at the helm. One can only imagine the staff 
that volunteered to participate in this vital, exclusive 
medical situation. The staff melded with fervor, 
devotion, humor, heartache, and grief. We were 12 
members of an extraordinary team. Without effective 
medications, our patients were faced with difficult 
illnesses, infections, and untimely deaths. The death 
toll was rising, and we felt impotent. In those early days, 
communities of friends and families were ravaged. Grief 
and anxiety were palpable. A staff support group was 
initiated to help with the intense feelings and potential 
burnout that were bound to emerge. 
A therapist specializing in groups was hired to facilitate 
the process. The group met weekly. The men in the 
group were HIV positive, with the exception of one. 
Ironically, his death came first. He died of a heart attack. 
The staff remained constant for few years, but as life 

moved on, so did several of the people on the staff. 
New nurses, doctors, and ancillary staff came and went. 
About 5 years into the epidemic, a new Medical Director 
arrived at the clinic. I imagined that the cohesiveness 
would continue. I was in for a rude awakening. Shortly 
after his arrival, it became clear to me that we were like 
oil and water. I could not figure out what the problem 
was that resulted in such hostility toward me. Knowing 
how I function, I probably approached him and asked 
what was going on between us. His response didn’t 
open up any easing of the conflict. 
He began using staff meetings as opportunities to 
openly confront me with aggression. He ignored me 
both as a professional and as a person. Colleagues 
confided in me that he was “out to get me.”  It 
was hard to believe. I had experienced such pride 
in my work and my contributions during that AIDS 
epidemic. I had felt a strong sense of belonging and 
accomplishment as a member of this vital team. Now 
I dreaded going to work, fearful of the aggression and 
hostility that might greet me every day. I began to 
hate him. I hated him for the role that got triggered 
within me. Mostly I was sad. I was sad about the loss 
of my voice and power. 
The staff support group became a resource for dealing 
with illness and multiple deaths, as well as other 
issues that depleted one’s energy and ability to 
remain present. I remember my resistance to opening 
up about this personal issue that was consuming me. 
After all, people were sick and dying. After some 
embarrassment and hesitation, I shared my situation 
with the group. Within this context, I learned a 
valuable lesson about myself that would impact on so 
many areas of my life. 
As I continued explaining and complaining how mean-
spirited he was to me, I became aware of my hatred 
and impulse to retaliate. In the safety of this group I 
explored my repressed aggression toward him. I was 
beginning to feel my power. Yes, I was dealing with a 
bully, but my dramatic and life-changing realization was 
that I was in a victim role. It was helpful to complain and 
experience my aggression, but my deeper challenge 
was working to loosen the grip of the draw to become 
a victim and be powerless.  
At first, I felt ashamed and embarrassed. I wanted it to 
be his fault. However, I soon came to realize that the 
work was within me. How was I going to change this 
fundamental habit, created many years before? I sat in 
contemplation, noticing my tendency to be self-critical 
when I went into the victim role. I began to see I was being 
a bully to myself. Going victim was a learned behavior. I 
had been taught that “good girls are seen but not heard.” 
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How absurd and life-crushing! I began to reflect on the 
numerous times when I went silent and could not find 
my voice or power.  Like most psychic injuries, I needed 
compassion and love in order to heal myself.  
Each time I became aware of my victim role, I worked 
to recognize it, gently. Each time was an opportunity 
to love and heal myself. I also became mindful of 
how I lost my power in other aspects of my life. 
That awareness spread across other relationships and 
situations.  
During this time, I had been divorced for several 
years and was ready and eager to be with a new 
partner. Through a mutual friend, I met Joel. Our 
compatibility was obvious to both of us early on. 
As our relationship progressed, I noticed a similar 
struggle within myself. Joel is a take-charge guy, a 
former television producer and current advertising 
executive. He enjoys running the show. If I hadn’t 
found my voice I would have disappeared in our 
relationship. The universe was providing me with 
teachers everywhere I looked.  
This opportunity to own my voice and power was a 
challenge I was determined to face. I learned about 
being mindful of my internal experience and dialogue 
without blaming others. Learning to identify various 
roles and behaviors inside myself has been one of my 
most important life lessons. That connection to Joel, 
now my husband, has lasted for many years. 
I am indebted to those who have taught me. I have 
more freedom from self-defeating lessons learned early 
in my life. However, I still get triggered, and the work 
continues. I am also grateful to those who trigger me. 
Daily life constantly raises situations to be addressed. 
Sometimes that work can difficult and intense. However, 
when I overcome the impulse to go silent, I rejoice, and 
when I go silent or powerless, I observe, forgive, and 
move on. Reducing the victim role has helped me to have 
more energy to live my life more fully. 
As I moved on, my relationship with the Medical 
Director then slowly began to transform as I felt myself 
empowered in his presence. I remember one meeting 
where I formerly had dread and intimidation and I was 
now able to stand tall and hold my own. I had then 
conquered the demon inside myself. 
As the years and the AIDS epidemic went on, a second 
staff group was formed, and the Medical Director 
became a member. New staff came and went, and 
a decision was made to combine the two existing 
groups. I had some reluctance, now sharing my safe 
place with a former trigger. It didn’t take long to see 
that we had both worked on our issues. The group 

venue gave us both the opportunity to share our 
challenges, strengths, and weaknesses openly. In the 
context of a group setting, authenticity emerges if 
one wants to maintain a place in that setting. Once 
a person is authentic, they become easier to love. 
Over time, our affection and respect for one another 
grew. Now my nemesis became a cherished friend. 
Frequently we marveled at the transformation of our 
relationship.  
In the age of COVID-19, he remains an infectious 
disease specialist. We haven’t seen each other in a few 
years but I wanted to let him know I was thinking about 
him. I sent him a text: “Wanted to let you know…I love 
you.” And I meant every word.  
Note: The group referred to above was originally 
formed as a support group for staff working with 
people with AIDS. The group morphed into an SCT 
Training Group and exists to this day. I have been a 
member for 28 years. The group is facilitated by Nina 
Klebanoff, for whom I credit much of my personal and 
professional growth. .
A Note on the New Book “Systems-
Centered Training; An Illustrated 
Guide for Applying a Theory of Living 
Human Systems” 
Robert Hartford
robert@roberthartford.com  
The organization of the book and its content is so well 
put together and, along with the illustrations, make 
the content flow in a way that makes it easy, even 
enjoyable, to digest, like a well coursed meal. The 
way it is introduced and laid out really contributes 
to the ease of comprehension and integration of the 
complexities of the theory and practice. 
In the introduction under the heading The Construct 
of Role and Moving from Person to Member on page 
5, one sentence really hit me in the gut hard. The 
segment is in reference to the application of the theory 
and practice to couples. I recommend an edit in any 
future editions. I suggest changing “The roles in this 
context are mother and father” to “The traditional 
roles in this context are mother and father and the 
theory and its practice apply to any parental system.” 
In order to more accurately reflect the realities of the 
world we live in as well as our own SCTRI system and 
its members, this edit to an otherwise excellent book 
is necessary. .
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My Therapy Through Yvonne’s Books 
Nitesh Painuly 
Nitesh.painuly@gmail.com 
In the last four years of attending York Training weeks 
with Yvonne1, I developed a small ritual with her. Every 
year, I would buy one of Yvonne’s books from the training 
bookstall and ask her to sign it for me. Yvonne would 
always oblige along with a personal message. These 
words with her own hand held a sense of sacredness for 
me like a ‘Guru-mantra’ (In the Hindu spiritual tradition 
the guru, or master, gives his disciple a mantra in the form 
of a verbal, written, or non-verbal message/instructions, 
which the disciple keeps reflecting upon and pondering 
over again and again.) That’s what these messages are 
for me; personal, with multiple layers of meaning, and 
something to work with for the whole year and beyond. 
As this little exchange would take place usually on the 
third day of the training week, there would invariably 
be the context of my own work in that week, and my 
relationship with Yvonne as a trainer. 
In my second Foundation training group with Yvonne 
in 2015, I bought her magnum-opus Systems-Centered 
Therapy for Groups during the lunch break and went 
straight into the afternoon session. It was a difficult session 
for me, and unbeknown to me I was doing what I do in these 
circumstances. Yvonne was standing and writing something 
on the white board, and I interrupted her again by asking a 
question. She turned around and gave me a fierce look and 
said, “Will you let me do the work with the group or will 
you keep interrupting me?” Further, she paused a while and 
added, “Do you realize how stubborn you are? And I have 
a hypothesis. This probably was the only way you could get 
any attention as a child.” 
I was mortified, and I felt being shamed in front of the 
whole group. I could not utter a single word for the 
rest of the session. Despite all this, once the session 
finished, I somehow could muster the courage of asking 
her to sign my copy of Systems-Centered Therapy for 
Groups. And Yvonne, without looking at me, wrote,  
 “Nitesh, I’m afraid you will probably have to read this 
one over and over! I hope it’s different each time!”
Yvonne  
That night was difficult. I could maintain enough 
curiosity to read the chapter from the book 
“Resistance-to-Change Defenses” where stubbornness 
was discussed from an SCT point of view. Reading this 
made sense to me and it anchored me enough. It was 
like doing one to one work with Yvonne through her 
written words. 

The next morning, before Yvonne joined the training, 
we as a group practiced “Undoing Role-Locks” protocol 
with the help of our co-leader. As a result, I felt freer and 
was able to resume my spontaneity. Once the session 
finished and as I was leaving for the break, I saw Yvonne 
walking into the room. Part of me was still angry with 
her (and also scared). I probably was intending to say a 
formal good morning and get out of her way as soon as 
I could. Nevertheless, Yvonne, with her inviting smile, 
stopped me and asked, “Have you unlocked your role 
this morning? Otherwise, I am going to spank you now!!” 
My spontaneous reply to her with a grinning smile was, 
“Yvonne, I am not going to give you any more trouble.” 
At that moment, I felt a mixture of mischievousness and 
a sense of pride, just as a child would who has won a war 
between life and death with his mother. Also, her words 
were received as a medal for being a worthy opponent. 
Since then, I have read Systems-Centered Therapy for 
Groups countless times, and as Yvonne had hoped, it 
always reveals different meanings each time. 
Anyone else? .
 

1Yvonne Agazarian, the primary developer of the Theory of Living Human Systems and SCTRI.
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SAVE THE DATES!
     SCT ANNUAL  

       CONFERENCE
April 2-8, 2022
PHILADELPHIA

An Innovative Approach to Sustainable Change

Pre-Conference Institute:  
Saturday & Sunday, April 2 & 3

Two-Day Experiential Training

Five-Day Conference:  
Monday – Friday, April 4 – 8 

Two-Hour Workshops

Conference registration will begin in January!
Registration will begin later than usual for this Conference to 

allow our participants to make an informed decision about 
attending in the context of the ongoing pandemic.

Program and Registration available on the SCTRI website in January. 

www.systemscentered.com
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For more information regarding dates and event registration, visit:  
www.systemscentered.com/training or contact: Kathy Lum, admin@systemscentered.com

Large Group
Connecting in a Virtual Context  
in a Time of Physical Separation

Led by: Susan Gantt and Mike Maher

Location: Zoom

Continuing in the Fall

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

This group meets on a monthly basis  
with registration required. 

Exploring  
Systemic Racism
Putting Our Resources to Work  

as Members of SCTRI…

Led by: Ray Haddock and Fran Carter

Location: Zoom

Continuing in the Fall

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

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

Drop-In Study Group
Led by: A licensed SCT practitioner

Location: Zoom

When:  12:00 – 12:55 pm EST 
Dates available on website

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

        Systems-Centered® Training Reseach Institute

Yvonne Agazarian Training & Resource Center
The Systems-Centered Training and Research Institute (SCTRI) is presenting three,  

FREE virtual groups through its Training and Resource Center. 



Upcoming Training Opportunities
Annual York Systems-Centered  

Training Week - Online
September 13-14

Foundations of SCT • Taking Up Our Roles In Organizations

September 15-17 
Large Group

September 12-14 (Part 1) and October 28-30 (Part 2)
Intermediate Skills Training • Mentor Training

SCT Annual Conference - Philadelphia
April 2-8, 2022

Details on the website at www.systemscentered.com


