


COVER STORY

Imagine all the systems in which you have belonged, behind you,
as if each were an eyespot in your own peacock’s tail. The
experience of joining, of belonging and of leaving each of those
systems is held within you.

While it’s easy to think of ourselves and those we work with just as
individuals, in truth we are all born into and belong in systems, relationship
systems. In the first, our family system, we start learning about finding our
place in relational groups. Our deepest patterns begin to form as we tune in
to the rules of belonging and find our relative place and size.

As we grow we join multiple other relationship systems: educational,
then professional and organizational. In each system we search for our place
and learn to tune in to the unwritten rules.

Our belonging in each of these systems informs our identity and sense of
place in the world. Each offers us powerful experiences and we soon learn
how it is to feel included or excluded. In some systems we thrive; in others
we survive. We are left with an embodied sense of each system and our
place in it, and carry that around within us, our inner constellation.

So, if you imagine all the systems in which you’ve belonged behind you,
like a peacock’s tail, you will begin to see how many influences, resonant
experiences and loyalties you bring from the systems in your past with you
into the present.

Once you include the hidden dynamics, repeating patterns and rich
resources held in all the different experiences of belonging you have behind
you, you have a fuller picture of yourself. And you are thinking
systemically.



This is the start of understanding what systemic coaching is. It’s a way of
looking and working that includes the impact of our belonging in multiple
systems, relationship systems. Clarifying and resolving our belonging in
systems in the past and finding our place in the present, so we can move
with more ease into our future. It is informed by an understanding of the
natural ordering forces of systems and enabled through a mapping and
facilitation process called a constellation.

The peacock’s tail is a metaphor that many people also use with their
coaching clients on a day-to-day basis as it immediately opens their field.
Their field of vision, but also the field that is held in the systems they
belong in and come from. The joys and challenges of joining and finding
their place in each and all the joyful, though often more difficult, leavings
and endings.

Much coaching is built on the belief that the client as an individual, or
team of individuals, has the answers to everything within them. This is a
useful place to start; however, when you include the richness of an
individual’s or team’s tail feathers you are able to offer and access a much
deeper, wider pool of information and resources. Beyond the individual or
team and into the fields they belong in and come from.

As you are about to discover, the stance, principles and practices of
systemic coaching with constellations will enable you to facilitate respectful
access to these fields and then influence them in ways that endure.

Systemic coaching and constellations enable respectful access to the hidden dynamics,
deep patterns and the many resources held in relational systems. It is coaching that
leaves clients, individuals, teams and groups resourced, whole and free to move into
their future.
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Systemic Coaching and
Constellations
Endorsements for the 3rd Edition
I was lucky enough to be coached by John Whittington at two critical times
in my career. Helping me understand and find my place in the constellations
around me from both an organizational and personal perspective allowed
me to make critical decisions. As a result, I felt able to move forward with
confidence, in a different direction to one I might have taken had I been
loyal to old patterns. If you haven’t already done so, I highly recommend
you take up the invitation in this book to map your own system.

John’s clarity on the importance of respectful endings also has particular
resonance and I have used the learnings several times myself and with
others, with resolving, positive impact. This is an invaluable book that is
both a piece of thought leadership and a very practical guide.
Helen Hyde
Former Personnel Director, Waitrose, and Board Director, The John
Lewis Partnership

The fact that this book is now in its third edition is a testament to its value
to coaches interested in systemic and embodied enquiry. John Whittington
communicates with incisive simplicity the theory, methods and core
practices of constellations, and helps make this powerful approach
accessible and inviting. He also locates constellations within the broader
panoply of systemic approaches to organizational coaching.

I particularly welcome, in this edition, his greater focus on the centrality
of belonging; of the origins of many patterns of relating that come up at



work, in our own family systems; and of the imperative of coaches doing
our own inner work on ‘self-as-instrument’ of client outcomes. As an
enriching companion-piece to support and explain experiential work with
constellations, I highly recommend this book.
Ty Francis PhD Coach, facilitator, filmmaker and author

What I find particularly useful about this book is John Whittington’s
focus on the cycle of joining, belonging and leaving organizational systems.
We spend so much energy as leaders, as members of organizational systems
and as other kinds of professionals on the start. The recruitment, the
incentives and the whole ‘hoopla’ of moving towards and into an
organization. In fact, as John points out, it is attending respectfully to
endings and leavings where both the dignity of the individual and the
integrity of the field of the organizational system can be built and
maintained.

Since first working with this methodology some years ago I’ve continued
to find the combination of the philosophy behind constellations and the very
practical application of them in my development and the teams I lead very
clarifying.
Sarah Weir Chief Executive, Design Council, UK

Working with constellations has impacted all aspects of my life. The
process is visual and immediately actionable. Leading a creative business is
about making things, being productive, constructive. For me this comes
down to priorities, alignment of the system and allocation of time and
energy – these are finite – and I have not experienced a more effective way
to orient myself than this approach.

The way I and my co-founders planned the business, went to market,
talked with people, the way we executed. Everything became clearer and
more aligned. Things changed at the level of the system. Ten years later and
on another continent, the methodology described in this book is one that has



resourced and clarified me, not just as a leader of an international business
but as a human being.
Ben Wolstenholme Founder and CEO, Madefire, San Francisco

The simple, practical application of systemic constellations described in this
book belies their hidden depths. They are immediately accessible whilst
repaying much study and reflection; they are based on universal observable
truths yet express the uniqueness of every human soul. With his gentle
provocativeness, John Whittington engages us in this world of paradoxes,
guides us through the jungle of uncertainty and delivers us safely into
understanding.

The genius of this book lies in John’s ability to invite coaches and leaders
from multiple contexts to see things differently. This third edition of a
much-loved book charts the further development of John’s thinking,
confidence and voice. He is a thought-leader who is a delight to listen to
and a joy to read.
Alison Hardingham Coach, trainer, author and business psychologist

I’ve recommended the previous editions of this book to many coaches I
train because it’s full of practical ways of working with the unspoken. This
edition also goes further into the underlying thinking behind constellations
which has some of its roots in TA: acknowledging and working with ‘what
is’, transgenerational messages and loyalties, and co-created exchange
systems with their out-of-awareness dynamics.

I recommend this edition because it freshly emphasizes the importance of
working with phenomenology, the human need to belong and organizational
leaders’ responsibility to take a systemic stance. It will be a benefit to all
coaches who are curious about what clients will reveal to themselves when
they are willing to work in the field of invisible dynamics, deeper than the
social level of the coaching conversation.
Rosemary Napper Coach, Training and Supervising Transactional
Analyst
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ILLUSTRATIONS

The graphic illustrations in this book are designed to bring aspects of
systemic coaching and constellations to life and are designed and created,
like the book jacket itself, by Daniel Watson.

Daniel has also worked to capture the essence of multiple systemic
coaching sessions facilitated by different coaches in a number of contexts
and settings worldwide. The resulting photographs are drawn from those
taken by coaches, their clients and the author.

The constellations have been replicated and photographed again to
protect anonymity as well as create visual consistency through the book.



FOREWORD

We are all born with the ability to tune in to at least two languages. Our
mother tongue, and the language of systems, relationship systems. Some
language resonates and some doesn’t have so much meaning; it’s just
chatter. Systemic language is timeless and yet brings us right into the
present moment while illuminating the deeper truths. It then offers a fresh
path to insight, understanding and action.

This book is written by someone who knows his craft, loves his work and
has system-wide compassion for the people and dynamics within. You can
sense his experience in both facilitating and teaching constellation work on
every page. In accessible exercises and intriguing case studies, John takes
you on a backstage tour, into the underpinning principles and procedures of
this powerful method.

So you will soon be able to set up a meaningful system constellation. As
you do, you will be invited to reflect on your own journey through systems.
In this way you’ll be left with powerful insights for yourself, an
understanding of what creates flow, as well as how to apply that knowledge
and the methodology with your clients.

If you are interested in a combination of the profound and the practical
then this comprehensive introduction to systemic coaching will meet, then
exceed your expectations. It is written with the clarity of the language of
systems and in the context of application in coaching individuals, groups
and teams.

John’s insistence on self-reflection, throughout this book and the
trainings he and his team facilitate, is a testament not only to the integrity of
the man but of the learning journey he has spent the past ten years
designing.



Having facilitated and taught this work myself for some 20 years, I find
this a fascinating and insightful read. It’s concise and yet full of rich details
and examples, it’s hands on and yet has depth and heart. The fact that this is
the third edition is confirmation of the significant demand for systemic
insights into life and life at work in systems large and small.

Klaus P Horn, PhD Author of Invisible Dynamics and Connected to the
Unknown



PREFACE

The most effective way to understand constellations is to experience them
in their workshop application. Standing in the fields of information that
systems create and contain is a fast and powerful way to learn about how to
access and influence them. This makes the process of writing, and indeed
reading, about systemic coaching and constellations rather counter-intuitive.
They are something to experience.

This has led to a book in which I have tried to maintain a similar path
through the stance (Part One), principles (Part Two) and practices (Part
Three) to that taken when teaching, where following this structure seems,
through an experiential and spiral curriculum, to lead to deep learning. With
this in mind I’ve also included some of the questions that are often asked in
workshops and trainings in a substantial FAQs section at the very end of the
book.

Case studies are offered throughout and will, I hope, encourage each
reader to find their own way into this profoundly practical way of working.
They come from coaches around the world, each bringing their own
facilitation style and approach, each at different stages of their professional
journeys. They will give you a flavour of practical application, one that you
will also need to taste for yourself through direct experience.

Alongside the case studies are a substantial selection of practical
exercises you can try yourself and then, as understanding and confidence
grow, start applying with your clients, in one-to-one, team and group
settings.

This approach emerges in you over time, as you experience, as you learn
and as you practise, until, after a while, it makes sense in all three brains:
head, heart and gut. You will be able to facilitate deep shifts in



understanding, alignment and behaviour using the principles and practices
built on somatic wisdom you didn’t know you could access but always
knew you had.

The book also offers several examples of integration alongside other
ways of thinking and working as a coach. There are many more and I trust
you will explore them as you bring all that you already have, all that you
already trust, together with this way of thinking and working, in service of
your clients and their systems. Give everything that you bring, everything
that you are, a place. When combined with this approach you will have
something that allows you to face into a very wide range of challenges.

In this third edition there are a number of new chapters, including the
first two. I have also expanded what was one chapter on belonging and
conscience into two, so that the links between the need to belong and the
dynamics that emerge from it are clearer and more applicable.

Substantial additions to the section on systemic team coaching, combined
with several exercises for working with teams, mean that this now all sits in
its own chapter as a resource for those who work with teams and also
groups.

I hope you find the examples of ‘secret sentences’ held in individuals,
teams and whole organizations useful in understanding the power of
language and how it gets embedded and embodied in systems.

The new content also reflects my own development and learning in the
four years since the second edition. In particular I am happy to share the
new Chapter 15, which captures the essence of a number of thoughts and
insights that emerged in me while working with clients. I trust these
reflections on the core needs of us human beings might be useful to hold in
awareness when working as a coach, with others.

~



Like you, perhaps, I’m just a coach. Not an academic, not a trained teacher
or experienced writer. I’m simply sharing an approach to coaching, passing
on what has been passed so generously to me, because it’s transformed my
understanding of life and work, and because it feels true. True for me but
also all my clients no matter their background, gender, personality, skills,
psychological profile, role or sector.

There are many developments of this systemic approach and multiple
applications. This book, especially when combined with experiential
training, will be enough to get you started. But it will never be everything.
That will come through embodied experience, further learning through
practice and application, until the approach feels like your own and you can
relax into your ‘not knowing’ and the process, trusting it completely.

Systemic coaching offers a coherent underpinning framework for
thinking and working. A combination of reading and experiential learning
will soon enable you to support your clients to travel into new territory,
unimagined insights and enduring resolutions.

You and your clients will also start to enjoy another way of being. And
doing. Enjoy the journey, with them.
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In the previous editions of this book I acknowledged my original teachers
and many colleagues from whom I learnt so much about systems in such a
profoundly useful and practical way. As a result, my outlook on life and
work changed; as a coach I grew in both my ability to work with a much
wider range of issues and was also invited to work with a larger portfolio of
clients from many walks of life and work. Now, as a teacher of this
approach myself, I continue to learn and grow as a result of every question
and enquiry and through the most generous and insightful methodology I
know, constellations.

In this third edition I want to acknowledge the man who designed,
developed and then made the method accessible. Bert Hellinger left us with
a gift: a deep understanding of the dynamics at the heart of the human
condition whether that is in personal life or in professional and
organizational life.

Bert Hellinger
Anton ‘Bert’ Hellinger was born in a small village in south-western
Germany in 1925, long before coaching or any kind of leadership or
organizational development as we know it today existed.

His personal and professional journey took him around the world, and he
spent many years working amongst and learning from the Zulu people of
South Africa. He learnt their language and their rituals. Then he
encountered an interracial ecumenical training, from a phenomenological
orientation, which impressed him and led him to leave the church and train
in a number of psychological and philosophical disciplines.



I understand that he immersed himself in learning experiences that were
informed by classical and transpersonal psychoanalysis, family systems
therapy, psychodrama, family sculpting, attachment theory, NLP, field work
including Gestalt and ideas about humans as systems caught in
transgenerational patterns illuminated by Transactional Analysis (TA).

During his personal journey Bert met Ruth McClendon and Leslie Kadis,
teachers and therapists who combined systems theory and Transactional
Analysis into a coherent theory for reconciling family relationship systems.
Bert blended this experience and theoretical base together with his own
insights and made a unique and quite extraordinary synthesis.

The fusion he created included other philosophies and perspectives
combining threads of connection back to Taoism, Confucianism, Greek
philosophy and the various expressions of phenomenology. The richness of
the experiences in his life and work was immense, underpinned his thinking
and allowed him to see and work at great depth.

He blended his insights, experience and observations to create what has
become the potent, soulful and yet very practical intervention in family,
social, professional and organizational systems. Systemic constellations: a
combination of philosophy and physical, three-dimensional representational
mapping that makes the hidden architecture and dynamics far easier to see
and then influence.

By the time he reached his seventies, Bert had become an insightful and
experienced polymath who was thinking of retiring. However, he was
persuaded to write down some of his observations and share the method.
Thankfully he did and 20 years later was still writing, teaching and
facilitating across the world as his extraordinary work grew in depth,
breadth and impact.

As a result of the context out of which Bert developed his work, this
approach has its feet firmly planted in the search for the flow of life and of
love in family, social and personal systems. The simple power of the



method works across boundaries, contexts and cultures and has been
experienced, in its original workshop format, by many hundreds of
thousands of people across the world.

Those of us who use this applied philosophy in the professional and
organizational context have as our focus the flow of leadership and
organizational health. Here it releases inertia, reconnects people and
systems that were locked in apparently irreconcilable conflict; it restores
strength, dignity and authority to individuals, teams and whole
organizations. Its application in coaching is wide and effortlessly evolving
through the coaches who integrate and use it.

~

Bert died in September 2019 as I was beginning to write this, the third
edition of a book that I first wrote in order to share the application of his
thinking and methodology in the world of coaching. I’d not written before,
but because my clients found the approach so useful and clarifying in all
manner of contexts, I thought I would try. I feel privileged to have stumbled
across the approach Bert created and be one of the several people who have
supported its migration from the world of family systems to the world of
organizational systems, through coaching for life, leadership, team and
organizational development.

So, my deep thanks to Bert Hellinger and all who learnt from him, for
passing on his extraordinary perspectives, insights and methodology, which
I in my turn delight in passing on also.

~

There were a number of first-generation teachers and trainers that emerged
around Bert and I have enjoyed meeting and learning from several of them.
I am particularly grateful to Klaus Horn whose first book, Hidden
Dynamics, was one of the first ‘proof points’ I found when searching for



evidence that this way of working with contemporary leadership and
organizational issues may be valuable. I was sceptical, but that book,
written by Klaus and his wife Regina, opened my mind and then my heart.

Many years later I invited Klaus to come alongside me and the
participants on Coaching Constellations’ inaugural advanced practitioner
programme and as a result of rich conversations during that, he kindly
agreed to write the Foreword to this edition.
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Outside in
Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world. Today I
am wise, so I am changing myself.
Rumi

In the first part of this book I’d like to introduce you to the ingredients
you’ll need on the journey to making your own client-appropriate recipes
that emerge out of the combination of the stance, principles and practices
of systemic coaching and constellations.

As a result, you’ll know what you’ve got access to and can start to think
about how it could all be useful to you as a busy coach, alongside what you
know and trust already, what you already do well and enjoy using with your
clients.

It’s a pleasure to see coaches bring their way of working alongside this
way, integrating both, whether it’s psychometrics, psychodynamics, Gestalt,
TA, Spiral Dynamics, emotional intelligence frames, or goal-orientated or
values-based coaching. This book, and the systemic coaching approach it
describes, supports and nourishes other approaches and methods, rather
than competing with them.

It adds something, another dimension, with great respect for what is
already present. It offers a different lens to look through and work with your
clients so you can see the bigger picture beyond the individual, group or
team in front of you, as well as giving you a very practical methodology
that supports clarity and flow in relationship systems.

But first, I’d like to invite you to bring your focus back a little, from what
you are going to do with this, to what brought you towards it and indeed
why you became a coach in the first place. The journey from where you
were, to where you are today. This was, inevitably, a journey with a number
of resonant experiences.



The way you travelled through the cycle of joining, belonging within and
leaving systems has an important influence on how you are as a coach of
others on their own journey.

It’s clear that coaching as a profession offers multiple opportunities to
learn and grow, so appeals to intelligent, experienced individuals who love
to learn. As a result, lots of intelligent, experienced and motivated people
become coaches.

Beyond that love of learning there are also a number of other reasons
people become coaches. One may be that you want to pass on the enriching,
safe and inspiring leadership and personal/professional development
experience you have enjoyed in organizational life. A passing-on of a gift
that deeply resourced you.

Another may be that you learnt to be a manager-as-coach, witnessed what
a difference it made and then realized that you enjoyed the coaching more
than you enjoyed the managing. Or perhaps you had a coach, or organized
coaching and leadership development for others, and found the process so
clarifying and resourcing that you decided to train as a coach yourself. If
the above examples describe your experience then you may find that you
coach with ease and without attachment, without getting frustrated or
entangled with your clients and without cost to yourself.

However, other patterns may also be present and, when they are
supressed or just out of conscious awareness, are all the more powerful as a
result.

The idea of acknowledgement, of ‘acknowledging what is’, sits at the
heart of the stance, principles and practices of this approach and this book.
To acknowledge what is for you and why you became a coach, the nature of
your journey to the start of this one. So, let’s take a look at some of the
common themes that are in the tail feathers of many of us who coach.



Patterns emerging from your experience
in professional systems
Experiences like the ones below took place in an organizational system that
you worked in, belonged in. They may have happened in the outer
environment but they went in and became embodied so that, naturally, you
still carry them with you. Outside in.

The values of the organization you worked within appeared to align
with your own. However, the lived experience of belonging in that
organization was different from, sometimes the opposite of, the
values it espoused. Unable to tolerate that tension, you left and
moved towards coaching. Perhaps values-based coaching.
You worked in an organization where you found the leadership style
overbearing, unsafe or otherwise challenging. You left and set up as a
coach focused on supporting people in how to lead with integrity and
respect.
Exhausted or ‘burnt-out’ in a large business or global corporate
organization, you found coaching, or similar talking interventions,
useful. You decided to train as a coach yourself and were soon
supporting others in similar situations.
A difficult and psychologically incomplete ending in an
organizational system left you bruised. In searching for completion
and resolution you moved towards coaching and this helped you
settle. Eventually you decided to create a fresh beginning and train as
a coach yourself.
You were the person other people came to, to resolve conflict or
mediate at work; even though that wasn’t your job, it came naturally
to you. You decided to turn this into a profession and become a
coach.



You found the culture in an organization you worked in to be toxic; a
climate of fear prevailed. There was misuse of power and you no
longer wanted to belong. You established yourself as a coach and felt
safer.
You lost your sense of purpose while working in an organization and
wanted more meaning in your life and work. You met a coach and
then followed that professional purpose yourself.
You struggled to find your authority as a manager or leader and so
became focused on how to develop yourself, driven by your need for
integrity, and went on a learning journey that you then offered to your
clients.
You found the experience of being in, or leading, a team very
challenging. You became a coach who focuses their professional
energy on one-to-one work. Or perhaps you just work with teams.
You had repeated experiences of not quite fitting in organizational
systems, not feeling that you belonged. You decided to ‘go it alone’
and built a coaching business built around you.
There was a culture of helping or saving in the organization you
worked in and this appealed to you. However, you gave a bit too
much and stayed a little too long. Eventually you left and trained as a
coach and you found another way to express your love of helping.
Several of the above.
Something else.

There is one thing that connects the reasons to move towards coaching
described above. They are all from experiences of belonging in previous
systems.

A growing awareness of your own patterns of belonging is a very
significant part of the fuel and resource for you as a systemic coach.

From my experience of the open-hearted coaches who travel on the
experiential learning journey of systemic coaching and constellations, I



notice that many of the underlying patterns and deep motivations described
above are common in coaches and the coaching community.

Quite naturally, many of us are ‘teaching what we need to learn’. This is
natural and a part of how people grow. However, having this in our
conscious awareness and then working on bringing the past to a more
settled and integrated place within us makes a significant difference to how
others experience us, inside out.

When difficulties in our professional past are repressed and ‘forgotten’,
you can be sure they will show up and entangle us later on.

A coach who has not had the opportunity to resolve their own professional issues in the past
will find themselves working with clients who have similar dynamics and difficulties.

For example, a coach who burnt out while in a corporate or other organizational role may
attract clients who are in danger of the same and yet feel quite unable to support them. A
coach who had a difficult experience of leaving an organizational system and who has not
resolved this will attract the same in their client portfolio and may be blind to what could
support clarity and resolution.

Unless you settle your own difficulties with the challenges of joining, belonging within and
then leaving previous professional systems, you will attract and then repeat what was
unresolved in yourself with others.

If you want to use your past challenges as a source of strength and resource
they will need to be brought into your compassionate conscious awareness.
The learning journey that systemic coaching with constellations offers is a
particularly useful way of doing that, while you are simultaneously learning
how to use the approach to support others on their paths.

In this way you can ‘show up’ with your clients feeling and being much
less entangled, more available and less likely to get caught up with or by
their experiences in systems, some of which may be similar to your own.



The consistent feedback that I hear as a trainer of this soulful yet very
practical work is how the learning of it enables freedom from so many of
the limiting patterns we all bring with us from our previous work. Because
to learn this way of working you are invited to explore, illuminate and
clarify your own professional journey and the patterns within it.

You have to grow from the inside out.

Swami Vivekananda

Many people become coaches at just the point in their lives when they are
caught in a kind of systemic sandwich, with ageing parents ‘above’ them
and growing children ‘below’ them. They are also in professional transition
and so are learning about endings of belonging and uncertain futures.
Everything is in flux, all at the same time. Beginnings, belongings, leavings
and endings. Once again, the systemic frame and methodology of
constellations has a lot to offer here because it is focused on this cycle.

Some of the patterns in your tail feathers are of course also connected to
things that happened much earlier than your professional journey. They are
connected to our deepest pattern-maker, our family of origin. Our first
system, our family, creates and contains many patterns, which we all bring,
often just out of conscious awareness, into our work and our work as
coaches.

We’ll look at some of the patterns that can travel with us as human beings
who become coaches in the last chapter of this book.

The important point is that because there are often so many hidden
dynamics, repeating patterns and ‘unfinished business’ in the peacock tail
feathers of us coaches, that attention to our inner stance, our inner
constellation, is not just important, but essential.

Without appropriate focus on the inside we will manifest all kinds of
things on the outside with our clients: getting entangled, partial, over-
helpful or exhausted being the most common.



Our greatest gifts so often come from our bruising experiences and
internalized wounding. Instead of trying to resist, deny or fight what you
are carrying from the past, see it as a doorway into another level of
understanding and insight. Then you can offer profoundly useful coaching
work to others, without cost to yourself. You can be truly free and available
to your clients in each moment.

The learning journey that this ‘applied philosophy’ invites you on is a
deep and rich one, but it takes time and requires an ongoing commitment to
working on the first system to be aware of, the self, not ‘doing’ coaching to
others.

As you will have noticed by now, all this is not what some mean when
they talk about ‘systemic coaching’.

So, let’s clarify the terms of reference and ingredients used in this book
and on the experiential training journey it is designed to accompany.
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Ingredients
Everything should be made as simple as possible, but no simpler.
Albert Einstein

Systemic coaching is attracting substantial and sustained interest, for good
reason. However, there are a number of different meanings and uses of the
words ‘system’ and ‘systemic’, each valid in their own way.



Systems
You will already have a sense of what a system is because you’ve belonged
in several. Each is a relational group, a community, a tribe, a company, an
organization, a system of relationships held within a boundary. You can
imagine all the systems in which you have belonged behind you, like a
peacock’s tail, where each ‘eyespot’ in the tail represents one system.

In each relationship system are explicit elements, people and things.
Underneath those visible parts are the implicit, hidden, invisible dynamics.
The patterns of behaviour, the unspoken loyalties, the impact of history, the
unspoken rules – as well as many resources.

Together the explicit and the implicit make a field. A dynamic field of
information. The whole is the sum of both parts and yet more: the emergent
field that the combined parts generate. That is a system, a relationship
system.

Look a little further into your tail feathers and you will see all the
educational systems in which you have belonged. Look further still and you
will see the family system through which your life emerged. Your family-
of-origin system is the source of the deepest patterns for life and work, and
where you first learnt to tune in to the unspoken rules that govern whether
your behaviours protect or threaten your sense of place, belonging and
safety in that system.

Your family system is itself embedded in a social and cultural system.
You come from somewhere and have a belonging in a land-of-origin
system. Both will have a vivid history with multiple changes to their
structure and rules of belonging, and will have shaped you and how you
belong in and travel through systems.



The interactions and interdependencies between the members of a system create a field, a field
of information, dynamics and unwritten rules that define and protect belonging. Everyone and
everything is held in that field and so it has a significant influence. Including the field is
essential if you are to influence or change the dynamics in the system.

As your awareness of your own tail feathers develops you will start to see
the connections, patterns and hidden resources in them. You will see your
own embeddedness, the multiple and sometimes overlapping belongings
behind you. Actually, they are within you, an embodied, felt sense of every
system in which you have belonged. Your inner constellation of your
relationship to all the systems you’ve belonged in.

This approach, imagining your ‘tail feathers’, is a useful and respectful
way of starting to tune in to the wider field of information you are held in
and building your awareness of systems. It’s the basis of systemic coaching
and allows those who include this perspective a wider and deeply informed
frame in which to think about themselves and then others.

As well as a system being created by its members, it is also self-
organizing in that it always attempts to stay whole by keeping what belongs
to it within its boundary and balancing anything that disturbs its coherence.
That balance is governed by consistent organizing principles that generate
forces in systems, ordering forces that recruit and entangle its members to
protect the whole.

A system is made up of explicit elements, including people, but also invisible dynamics and
resources, unspoken rules that everybody follows even though they don’t talk about them,
hidden loyalties and allegiances, as well as the aftershocks of difficult events in the past.



Systems are governed by a clear set of organizing principles that if ignored
or violated will entangle the members in conflict or create inertia and
resistance to change. As many leaders, coaches, change and organizational
development consultants are not aware of the organizing principles of
systems, they get ignored and violated in many, if not most, organizational
systems.

So, we are born into a system, a family system, and then spend our lives
travelling through multiple others. We tune in to the invisible fields and
unwritten rules held in each. Life and life at work can be complicated and
challenging as we try and find our place in each system of belonging.

Big fleas have little fleas upon their backs to bite ’em, And little fleas have lesser fleas,
and so, ad infinitum. And the great fleas, themselves, in turn, have greater fleas to go
on; While these again have greater still, and greater still, and so on.

Augustus De Morgan, Siphonaptera



Systemic
A system is the most natural and familiar thing you can possibly imagine.
After all, we are all born into a system and we spend the rest of our lives
belonging in multiple other systems. Everything we are, everything we do
happens in relationship to multiple systems, multiple fields of information.

So, we are systemic by nature.
Everything that a client could bring to coaching, whether as an

individual, group or team, is emerging from and connected back into
systems and the invisible winds within them.

So, with everything in interdependent relationship – nothing natural
exists for or by itself – everything human is systemic.

The major problems in the world are the result of the difference between how nature
works and the way people think.

Gregory Bateson

The important thing about that profoundly simple idea is that if you want
to support change in something or somebody then you will, by definition,
need a systemic perspective to see what is really going on and then a
systemic methodology to make a difference that makes the difference.

What we now know from lived experience in leadership roles and from
thousands of constellations is that there are clear organizing principles that
occur naturally. They are self-evident once you look with a systemic lens.

If coaches and consultants are not aware of these observable truths, they
cannot bring them into the consciousness of the clients they work with and
realign the system to effect lasting change. This is one of the several roles
and functions of systemic coaching.



Systemic coaching
As a result of the several different uses of the phrase ‘systemic coaching’
there is perhaps some confusion in coaches, as well as those who
commission coaching, over the meaning of the phrase. This is largely as a
result of the rich diversity in systemic thinking and the different roots and
sources of those different perspectives. Each has its place and each can add
real value.

What they share is a view of relationship systems as interconnected and
interdependent wholes. They also share an understanding of embeddedness.
Most also include the phenomena of ‘action at a distance’, where an action
that appears to have no connection to another action, pattern or behaviour is
seen to be connected.

What is different about the kind of systemic coaching that we are
exploring here and that is brought to life throughout this book is, in brief
summary, informed and underpinned by:

an understanding of the natural but invisible organizing forces –
rather like gravity – that, once you are aware of them, are observable
in all systems. These ordering forces are mostly out of conscious
awareness and often only really understood by experiencing the
effects of ignoring them;
a focus on belonging in conscience groups, the unwritten rules and
hidden loyalties that emerge, and the impact of those loyalties on
motivation, growth and change;
the methodology of representational mapping and of constellations
which offer a practical way of accessing the hidden dynamics and
identifying the source of the actions-at-a-distance, the systemic
undercurrents and patterns;



a particular use of resonant language which is designed to work
beyond the story, illuminate truths and enable what is unspoken to be
respectfully voiced;
inclusion of and working with the field; the invisible region of
influence created by the people, events and other elements in a
relationship system;
feelings and somatic responses treated as recognized and reliable
coordinates when finding balance and flow in human systems;
a phenomenological attitude – a philosophical discipline which
invites us to set all our value judgments, assumptions and ideas about
right and wrong to one side – combined with a trust in sensory
experience and embodied processes. This is an empirical approach;
the use of ourselves as representatives for others to access the field of
other systems and the multiple parts of the extended mind. This is
using self-as-instrument in a particular way; and
a breadth and ease of application with self, one other, teams, groups
or whole systems.

These key qualities give systemic coaching that’s informed by the process
and experience of constellations its distinctive difference and benefit. It
doesn’t claim to be better than any other kind of ‘systemic coaching’, it is
simply looking through a different lens at a different level and with a
different methodology.

The world is made in circles and we think in straight lines.

Peter Senge

The first system to understand if you want to embrace the meaning of
‘systemic coaching’ as described here is yourself. The deep patterns, hidden
loyalties and embodied experiences of belonging in each system you have
passed through and how they inform your way of being in the world and the



world of work. The relationship system that is you, your inner team, your
inner constellation. This is the first field of systemic awareness.

The next system to focus on is the interpersonal, the invisible but
powerful field of dynamics, patterns and resources held in the field between
you and another (or several others). The first time you are likely to have
experienced a system that felt very different to your family system would be
at school. Then work.

Now that you are a coach you will spend your time with clients who are
in and come from multiple systems. This is why systemic coaching
resonates so deeply with people: it speaks directly to their lived experience,
their own embodied truths.

Systemic coaching is coaching that prioritizes the system and is informed by an understanding
of the organizing principles and deep patterns consistently observed in them. This information
and perspective are embodied in the inner attitude or ‘stance’ of the coach and shared through
the application of systemic questions, interventions, mapping and constellations.

This approach to coaching soon teaches us that every system is different
and how to identify those differences quickly. It also shows us that all those
differences are held within some universal organizing forces which govern
the coherence of all systems. The interplay between the members and the
forces that influence them is where systemic coaching can make such an
impact.

Systemic coaching of the kind described here is built on an understanding
of what sustains and what limits flow in relationship systems – our own
inner relationship with parts of ourselves, the relationships we have with
others in groups and teams, and then organizations, social and global
systems. Not as context, but as content.



The stance, principles and practices can be applied in coaching and supervision, in leadership
development, team and group coaching as well as large group interventions, organizational
design and development.

Working with a systemic perspective creates systemic awareness, and that
awareness can lead to systemic intervention that creates the conditions in
which a relationship system can flourish. It is an approach that nourishes
and resources people to be human in their life and work by attending to the
fields of belonging they are held within.

In this way systemic coaching and constellations invite us to create the
conditions for leadership and organizational health to emerge, flow and
endure. In individuals, groups, teams and whole organizations.

What this kind of systemic coaching and the philosophy that underpins it offers is an approach
that can accompany the whole life cycle of an individual, a team, a group or a whole
organization. The joining, the belonging and the leaving.

This approach and this book are based on a simple premise. That whenever
a group of people gather together to form a relationship system, a field of
information and invisible dynamics emerge. That field soon becomes a
force field for that system and influences its actions, behaviours,
membership rules and ability to be productive.

Systemic coaching of the kind described here gives coaches and those
they work with a very practical and profoundly useful access to that field so
that systemic issues can be seen and addressed at source.



Constellations
Every system is alive with hidden dynamics, the impact of the past on the
present, unspoken rules as well as multiple people and other elements that
belong. So, systems are complex, but there is a straightforward and
profoundly useful way of accessing and then influencing them. Systemic
constellations.

Constellations provide a way of exploring and clarifying any kind of
relationship system because they enable respectful access to the field of
information held within the system of the client and the systems they
belong in.

To understand what’s going on in a system – the invisible loyalties and dynamics, the
repeating patterns or the real source of inertia or conflict – you have to be able to see it. To
really see and understand a system you need a map. Once you have a map you can begin to
see the deep patterns and dynamics, and the best place within the system from which to lead,
to coach, to be. Then all your talent, experience and skill can be brought to bear.

A map is a gift to give your clients as it provides distance and perspective,
and always reveals fresh information and ensures that they are deeply
connected to their developmental material and journey. It’s for this reason
that many coaches report that this way of working not only feels liberating
for their clients, but also for them.

A constellation begins with the creation of a three-dimensional map,
made up of representatives of the members (people) and elements (events
and abstracts like culture, money, etc.) in the system being explored. This
spatial representative map reveals both the unconscious mental map of the
client and the invisible system dynamics it is held within and influenced by.



Facilitated by a systemic coach, the spatial relational map can then be used
in a number of ways and contexts to illuminate new information, liberate
fresh resources and show paths to resolution for apparently intractable
issues.

Constellating – mapping a relationship system and following a
facilitation process – is not just a practical methodology but a respectful
way of surfacing what is really going on in the underlying architecture of a
relationship system.

The combination of philosophy and methodology offers unique insights
into the repeating patterns, inertia and resistance to change that hamper so
many organizational, team and personal systems.

A constellation is a practical intervention that can illuminate the invisible and unspoken
dynamics behind a relationship difficulty, a stuck issue or a persistent challenge. This could be
the inner relational space in an individual, their relationship with other people or several
peoples’ relational dynamic in a team or group.

Constellations are also very useful when looking at your relationship with abstract elements
like profitability, time, authority, values or purpose. In the past, the present or the future. They
can be used to just look at what is, and that alone often delivers a significant breakthrough in
understanding.

They can be used to diagnose, to resource, to find the best way of joining or belonging in a
system and to support healthy leavings. They can also be used to disentangle, to say what has
been left unsaid, to make requests, to return responsibility and to find meaningful paths to
lasting resolution.

The facilitation of a constellation allows coach and client to work at the
source, to see patterns, illuminate and disentangle difficult dynamics, and
then find clarity and resolution for a wide range of issues and challenges.

Constellations work because we all carry within us an unconscious and
embodied inner map of everything and everybody we have been or are in
relationship with. However, a constellation is more than simply an external



expression of a pattern that shows the nature of the underlying relationship
structures. A constellation is an event that connects coach and client to an
invisible field of information held in the system and provides a way to
realign the elements, giving each a place. By placing the individual in the
field of the larger truths of the systems they occupy, constellations
illuminate new information and fresh insights, restoring clarity and
coherence.

Systems are also full of surprising and useful resources. Hidden just
under something or someone the client has been trying to avoid often lies
the richest source of resource. For this reason, constellations affect ‘heart
and soul’ as well as head, and so offer a profound connection to something
beyond words. As a result, the process and benefits of a constellation
remain with the client at an embodied level. This is somatic coaching that
connects head, heart and brain into a coherent whole.

Inviting a client to create a three-dimensional map of their inner picture of a particular
situation or challenge is relatively easy – after all, they are doing the mapping, not you.
Knowing how to facilitate it in a way that illuminates and then releases systemic dynamics
and resources takes knowledge of the organizing principles that influence systems and practice
with the methodology.

The first stage of a coaching constellation – mapping – can be used early on
by coaches, while a fuller understanding and practice develops. The hidden
depths emerge as your own journey with this methodology evolves and
your understanding of the principles and practices develops.

Systemic coaching is coaching that prioritizes the system.



The purpose of a constellation is to allow the system to reveal itself and
then to catalyse the restoration of system coherence so that everyone and
everything is given its right place. In the coaching context this enables the
client to manifest their experience, talent and skills in the system in which
they currently belong as well as disentangle themselves from the past and
their repeating limiting patterns.



 



From coaching conversations to coaching
constellations
Constellations in coaching – whether used online or in individual face-to-
face sessions, whether with teams or groups – can be used to diagnose
problems, illuminate hidden dynamics, find resources and point towards
fresh pictures of resolution. They support a movement from head-based
thinking and talking to whole-person, whole-body knowing, in a simple,
practical and natural way.

Although constellations may, from the outside, appear to be simply a
spatial representation, constellations catalyse a powerful embodied
experience and enable a systemic awareness that is otherwise inaccessible
to leaders and their coaches or consultants.

The purpose of constellations is to enable people, teams and entire
systems to find their place, to disentangle and to access fresh resources
while building the integrity of the whole system. They restore a systemic
coherence that supports the flow of respectful leadership and organizational
health through the system. In this way the approach also gives coaches and
leaders the ability to get in touch with their own inner coherence and so
enhance their presence and performance.

A coaching constellation encourages coach and client to move out of their heads, and work
from their felt sense – at an intuitive level of knowing that opens a rich field of information
and insight. This happens without the need to name or talk about it.

Constellations are unusual in that they allow the client or ‘issue holder’ to
experience themselves as both a participant and an observer at the same



time. This is true in both workshop and one-to-one settings. In a workshop
the client is most often invited to choose a representative for themselves
and in one-to-one coaching a representative object. This is in itself the
beginning of the disentanglement process and leads to fresh information
and greater clarity. By using representatives and tapping into the
representatives’ perception, coaches and leaders are given a unique insight
into the dynamics of the systems they are exploring. This allows coaches to
illuminate fresh information and sources of resolution that were previously
unimaginable.



Origins: constellation workshops
Constellations were originally developed in workshop settings to illuminate
and resolve complex personal and interpersonal patterns. An experience of
the workshop setting, an integral part of the training in this methodology, is
important as you learn about its application in coaching individuals and
teams. What follows is a brief description that cannot hope to replace the
direct experience.

Constellation workshops are generally small with about a dozen
participants, so there is explanation, demonstration and time for questions
throughout the session. The group sits in a circle and, under the guidance of
the facilitator, uses the space in the centre to set up each ‘living map’, each
constellation. To begin each constellation, the person who is bringing an
issue briefly describes, to the facilitator, the difficulty or challenge they are
facing.

Once there is clarity about the essence of the issue or the desired change,
the facilitator, if a constellation is appropriate, invites the client (sometimes
referred to as the ‘issue holder’) to select workshop participants to
‘represent’ each of the core people and other parts of the system being
explored.

The client is also often invited to choose a representative for themselves
in the constellation. Standing behind each representative and allowing the
experience of the relationship they are thinking of to occupy them, they
place their hands on the representatives’ shoulders and guide them,
intuitively, to a place that feels true. As a result, a pattern is created, an
external picture of a largely unconscious inner image.

Think with your whole body.

Taisen Deshimaru



This is the start of a constellation and, even at this early stage, it often
reveals fresh insights about the relationship structures in the system being
explored. The form of the next stage of the constellation depends on the
issue, the representatives’ feedback, and the facilitator’s observations and
interventions. During the constellation the facilitator gathers information
and insights from the representatives.

Each person standing in the constellation is asked to report their
experience. This experience is informed by a mixture of things including
the way in which they were selected and placed into the constellation and
their spatial relationship to other representatives. It is also influenced by
what they have heard and seen, and by the ability of all workshop
participants, without previous experience of constellations, to tune in to
hidden information in that particular relationship system. This phenomenon
is called representative perception.

Representative perception is responsible for an effect that almost every constellation
shows: the representatives are able to make important statements about system
dynamics and about information which they have not previously received verbally. This
phenomenon is particularly useful if a representative can point to a missing resource or
fact which the client had not thought of, but which, when it is mentioned, leads to a
realignment and profound change in the client’s mental model.

Marcus Birkenkrahe, Berlin School of Economics

I spend much of my time facilitating constellations with live representatives
in workshops, with coaches in the trainings and with leaders in
organizations looking at their challenges. In these contexts I’m privileged to
witness the phenomenon of representative perception on a daily basis. It’s
the part of the methodology that is most powerful and most reliable, but
also the part that’s hardest to understand or describe. What is clear is that
we all have the capacity to tune in to, with a remarkable degree of accuracy,
the field of information held in individuals and other relational systems.

As the underlying dynamics gradually become clearer, the facilitator
works with the representatives by inviting them to move to different places



within the system map and offering them short phrases, or ‘resonant
sentences’. These are informed by both an understanding of the underlying
principles and acknowledgement of what’s revealed in order to illuminate,
heighten, release or disentangle the limiting dynamics. We will get to this
special language later.

The combination of close observation, feedback from the representatives
and facilitation brings reconnection and clarity about the underlying
dynamics. The process and result of a constellation, lasting from a few
minutes to over an hour, provides the issue holder with insights, fresh
energy and resources for enduring resolution. They may be invited to stand
in the constellation and get a perspective from within their own system.

People sitting in the circle that surrounds the constellation may represent
a part of the system or the system boundary. They will often become a rich
source of information about the system, in particular about secrets or
excluded and unacknowledged elements.

The constellation process opens a door to a hidden dimension of inner images and
unspoken statements.

Dan Booth-Cohen

The constellation leaves the client with a revised, often completely new,
picture of the system dynamics. This picture can be internalized and so acts
as a catalyst for a significant change in the way they hold the system and
their place within it.

As an observer you may be invited to take part in other people’s
constellations as a representative or be part of the circle that forms a
boundary to the system. It’s very common that someone else’s work will
resonate deeply and that through their constellation you will clarify an issue
of your own. For this reason, the workshops are an engaging and rewarding
learning experience for everybody who attends, whether or not they work
directly on an issue.



Whoever or whatever someone represents in a workshop, they will have
an embodied experience. It may be mild but it is always distinct, discernible
and provides information that is used to guide the next steps.

Workshops are conducted in a safe and respectful environment where
confidentiality agreements are usually made verbally between the
participants. However, it is also common to work ‘blind’ where only the
client (or ‘issue holder’) and facilitator know what the issue is and what the
people chosen as elements of the system represent. This is an effective way
to ‘test’ the forces that act on systems and the resulting dynamics, and will
often result in some very useful understanding emerging amongst the
participants and client.

~

Coaching constellations are underpinned by an understanding of the
underlying principles revealed through constellation workshops. This
phenomenological understanding combined with an inner attitude, a
systemic stance, forms the foundations for this way of working.

Phenomenology means to learn through experience but it requires a certain kind of
giving up. Instead of grasping you take a step back. You experience a client or a
situation exactly as they are and as it is.

Bert Hellinger



03



Inside out
Giving up wanting to help or rescue people is essential if you
sincerely respect them.
Bert Hellinger



The inner orientation of the systemic
coach
As a coach you will already know how to ‘show up’ when you meet with a
client, be they an individual, a group or team. The capacity to be grounded
and fully present while not getting in the way is the foundation of all
effective coaching. Coach presence comes from maturity as a person, as a
boundaried adult with wide personal and professional experience who is
continuously working on themselves. That is the great gift and pleasure of
coaching, isn’t it? It invites us on a continuous learning and developmental
journey, a consistent call to build awareness of ourselves so we can offer the
same to others.

Systemic coaching also requires the development of some specific
qualities particular to this approach. The first of these is a heightened self-
awareness of our own systemic embeddedness, our entanglements,
resources and unconscious loyalties. This systemic self-awareness is key, as
it will be a struggle to see and work with others with their tail feathers in
mind if we don’t see and work with ourselves in that way.

Systemic awareness can be built as you learn to see and work with the
complexity of your own and your clients’ tail feathers. The awareness
builds as you integrate the principles and practices that this approach and
this book offer you. It results in you listening and perceiving at a different
level, the level of the system.

Once you are aware of and can start to work with the many dynamics,
patterns and resources held in systems, then you can offer coaching of
substantial breadth and depth. It takes time and courage, but you will then
be able to stand in the turbulence, even between opposites, and hold your
ground while coaching the system. You will be able to sense into the
information held in relationship systems without agenda or partiality.



You will be able to ask questions that respectfully open the client and the
system to truths that have been left unspoken, then locate resources that
seemed previously unavailable. You will have deeply resourced foundations
on which to stand and be able to offer the same possibility to your clients.
From those firm foundations you will also be able to offer insights and
systemic hypotheses that reach into the relational spaces in systems.

Rather than working really hard to find the stance, doing so requires a
certain letting go, a surrendering to the complexity of relationship systems
and the simple truths of life and life at work. Beyond all the ideas about
how it should be, beyond right and wrong, and just as it really is.

It’s a little like the way you can feel yourself drop down in a meditation
or mindfulness practice. Head, heart and enteric brains in alignment so you
can listen in between the words, feel into the field that reverberates in that
liminal space. Once you can do this, it feels very natural and effortless.

Out beyond ideas of right and wrong, there is a field. I’ll meet you there.

Rumi

The stance arrives in you, it inhabits you, and you feel yourself opening to a
larger field of information and insight. The systemic stance is:

an opening to a field of awareness and an awareness of fields;
a way of seeing and perceiving a larger field beyond and around the
person or team and looking multi-generationally;
a way of listening which picks up the half-spoken language of the
system, that hears the faint but binding ties of hidden loyalties and
detects where there is energetic clarity and where there isn’t;
a way of being that agrees to everything, just as it is, without
partiality or judgement;
an inner attitude and direction of attention that leads you to work at
the level of the system, not the symptom;



informed by an understanding of the human need to belong in
relationship systems;
a way of working that includes the invisible and an understanding of
the ordering forces that influence that invisible field;
an inner attitude that restores dignity to the individual and flow to the
system.

The stance is the gift we’d all give each other if we weren’t so entangled
and caught up in all the ideas about how things should be, all the ideas
about right and wrong and what individual and team coaching and
leadership is.

The stance of systemic coaching requires something specific of us. It
requires us to find and maintain an inner distance.

Lean out, not in
When you look at your clients, try to see, in their peacocks’ tail feathers, all
the people and events behind them. For example, the people who occupied
the role before them and how they left. The original purpose of the role they
occupy and all the events that have shaped that role. See their peers, direct
reports and manager, but also give a place to their educational and family
systems and the possible loyalties and the many resources within them.
Look past them with great respect for all that they are and come from, all
that you know and all that you will never know. Remember that you are
only a momentary guest to their immeasurable system of
interconnectedness stretching back behind them.

As a coach you already know the benefits of opening yourself up
beyond your own frame of reference and you can come alongside
your client, looking at the world through their eyes. But when
working as a systemic coach, you also need to open yourself to
something beyond you and beyond your client’s perspective and take



a position that has a view of the whole system. That way you will be
able to see and work with all that is within and between those
systems.
If you lean in towards your clients, metaphorically or actually, you
will get more easily entangled in their stories and the system
dynamics. Lean back, metaphorically and actually, in order to
maintain appropriate distance, objectivity and separateness. You will
be able to see the system better from there, without judgement or
partiality.
When you begin to tune in to information that’s coming from the
system, rather than only from the individual, fresh insights emerge.
It’s like ‘active listening’, but to the whole system, not just the
individual. This adds another dimension, opening doors to insights
and truths that lead your clients into new levels of understanding and
insight.
Your priority is not the client; it’s the system in which they belong.
This approach liberates your clients from the need to do everything
alone and helps them find their place and their resources in the wider
system. Coach with the whole system in mind. Then you are free.
You can only do that if you keep a certain distance.

He impaired his vision by holding the object too close. He might see, perhaps, one or
two points with unusual clearness, but in so doing he necessarily lost sight of the matter
as a whole. Truth is not always in a well.

Edgar Allan Poe

Include everything

Be willing to support clients to find a place for everything, especially the
issues, patterns or people they are trying to exclude. This radical
inclusiveness is a core part of the stance of systemic coaching and



constellations and requires us as coaches to ‘love the problem’ and stay
alongside it longer than we may be used to.

See difficulties, inertia and conflict as information, not something to
be excluded. See what the symptoms are telling you about the system,
what they are trying to show or teach the members of that system.
‘Negative’ is just as welcome as ‘positive’, especially if people in the
system are trying to exclude that possibility. Both polarities, and
everything in between, have a place. Include everything.
Agree to everything just as it is. That’s different to agreeing with
everything.
If you can agree to everything as it is you will have begun to adopt
the radically inclusive, non-judgemental stance that has its focus far
beyond ideas of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and makes this kind of coaching
a way of being, not a way of doing.

One must step back. One must climb onto the banks and look at the river until you
understand the course, recognize its potential and see what must be done.

Bert Hellinger

Stand in and name the truth

Supporting your client to truly acknowledge the truth of their current
experience is a building block of coaching and leads to deep levels of
contact between the client and their work.

Standing in ‘what is’, the truth of the system, settles the client and
opens doors to fresh resolutions. When you stand in ‘what is’, you
also have to let go of your own interpretations, beliefs and
judgements about the situation. Being neutral supports the impartial
non-intentionality of this stance.
When you support your client to acknowledge what really is, you will
find yourself standing alongside them in the true underlying hidden



dynamics of their situation. Instead of expressing empathy (‘I can see
that must be difficult for you’), invite your clients to stand in their
own truth from their place in the system (‘In this place it’s very
difficult for me to lead...’).
This requires a calm, strong but impartial clarity in the coach in order
to create a safe holding space in which the client can really see and
look at their issues. Staying neutral, even in the face of painful
systemic truths, is a gift that your clients will gain great benefit from.

As a coach, resist the temptation to become loyal to the client and their story instead of the
system and its dynamics.

Let your body speak its mind
It was American philosopher Eugene Gendlin who developed ways of
working with embodied knowledge and the ‘philosophy of the implicit’,
and who first coined the phrase ‘felt sense’ to mean the sense we have when
we are accessing our ‘gut instinct’, the deeper part of ourselves, our
‘intuition’. That is what constellations enable access to.

Perhaps his most well-known phrase was ‘The unconscious is the body.’
Using systemic coaching and constellations you will see just how true that
statement is. Our bodies remember all that we have been in relationship to
and are a rich source of information and insight. In systemic coaching and
constellations, staying in contact with your physical self, your felt sense of
the other and the system dynamics, is an important ingredient in your
stance.

If you develop a connection to the three brain centres in everybody
(head, heart, gut), you’ll be able to tap into the information held



within the field of the individuals, the teams and the whole system in
front of you.
Using your embodied intelligence allows you to perceive, to see and
to sense into who you are sitting with and what is sitting with them.
This is somatic coaching in action, and it invites us to be body-aware
so we can tune in to our own sensing but also notice what our clients
are feeling, holding, embodying.
Like other aspects this takes practice, as it’s easy to get distracted by
what you can see in front of you. Look beyond and you’ll start to
sense your client’s embodied experience in your field of view.

Work beyond the story
As coaches, we can easily get caught up in the story and risk becoming
partial and so a part of the problem. If the story had been helpful or useful
for the client it would have led them to a solution. Then they wouldn’t need
a systemic perspective or coaching.

This approach requires a certain fearlessness, a willingness to
respectfully challenge the story of how things are or were, then to
name the truths within the system in service of the client’s question or
developmental journey.
Staying free of the story and working only with the facts, without
judgement, may even require the facilitator to respectfully interrupt
the client in telling their story. Allegiance to the story is a way of
staying loyal to the system from which the story comes and in which
the problem exists.

Long descriptions of problems can be understood as an invitation to the facilitator to
share the client’s attitudes and convictions, which serve to maintain the problem rather
than solve it. These stories often lower the energy and resourcefulness of the client and
burden all involved.

Gunthard Weber



Inhabit the ‘not knowing’
Many coaches are familiar with the phrase: ‘If you know where the
conversation is going, it’s probably not a coaching conversation.’ This way
of working is informed by a willingness not only not to know where the
conversation is going, but also not even to fully understand the question, or
sometimes the solution.

Questions and issues that belong in the system are rarely clear
because they are entangled with confusion, hidden loyalties and
hidden dynamics. That’s one of the clues that there is a systemic
issue.
The methodology of constellations allows the coach and coachee to
illuminate and disentangle systemic issues without the coach needing
to know everything.
A stance of respectful humility is therefore particularly important in
order to maintain the safety and confidentiality of the client’s process.
A much higher degree of silence and quiet reflection is often
characteristic of systemic coaching and constellations. Work blind
and in silence and you will see and hear much more.

In this way it’s perhaps rather like learning to play a musical instrument. At
some point you have to let go and let the music flow without fully knowing
your conscious process.

Constellation work, for a minor part, consists of technique and for a larger part of
perception and inner attitude.

Jan Jacob Stam

Create the conditions
For those who have been trained to believe that coaching is all about goal-
setting, there may be some resistance and confusion with this approach.



This is more concerned with revealing ‘what is’ and disentangling
complexities in the system in a way that leads to clarity and lasting
solutions, rather than reaching for goals. Goal setting can be very useful and
motivating but done to the exclusion of other methods and approaches it
can lead to deep patterns of difficulty being buried further in the system.
The deeper they are buried the more powerful they become.

Systemic solutions may be different to the expected or desired
solution, turning a previously identified goal on its head.
A shift in the inner stance allows you to integrate both approaches.
For an example of this, see the goal-setting constellation beginning
on page 180.

As a coach you need to be able to stand still in fast-moving and difficult system dynamics.
You must also be able to leave people and systems to their fate without stepping in to rescue
them.

Be useful to be helpful
This is a solutions-orientated approach but solutions are not found in the
same way as in other interventions. A relentless search for goal or solution
can shipwreck the process of coaching. This approach takes a different path
to finding solutions, one that starts by standing in the truth of the system,
just as it is. Acknowledging what is. And not holding tightly on to an
intention to help. If your underlying intention is to help, rescue or heal, then
there is a risk that your own needs will come before the client’s.

If your expectation of yourself as a coach is that you ‘ought’ to be
goal setting and you ought to be ‘helping’, you may find the journey



of systemic coaching and constellations challenging. You may also
find it simultaneously liberating and energizing.
A willingness to stay in the observer or ‘witness’ position and be
useful and resourcing rather than helpful can bring a great deal of
clarity and insight to the client. A need to help or find solutions isn’t
as useful as we may like to think.

Have no intention. Especially to help.

Bert Hellinger

Explore your own tail feathers

Most coaches are working on themselves to ensure that they develop high
levels of self-awareness and commit to continuous personal and
professional development. And many coaches are also, often unconsciously,
teaching what they need to learn.

To sharpen your systemic stance, ensure you maintain an active interest
in your own systems, from your family of origin through to your belonging
in your past and present professional relationship systems.

A central part of this work is to support clients to think about what, in
the relationship system they are working or living within, they are
unconsciously loyal to. To do that you need to develop your own
awareness of your hidden loyalties. Think about what and who you
are loyal to.
This will usually include your family of origin, your preferred
coaching interventions, your professional background, and social,
spiritual and cultural beliefs, behaviours and norms.
Self-awareness about what and who you are privately loyal to will
allow you to assist your clients to work out the same for themselves
and respectfully separate you both from entanglements in systems.



Remember the family system
Many executive, leadership development and organizational coaches are
concerned with keeping away from and excluding the family of origin of
their clients. Fearing that these are private matters or that they have
insufficient training to deal with personal issues, they exclude the source of
the client’s deepest patterns and loyalties.

If you exclude the fact that we all come from family systems, you are
already back in an individual, non-systemic view of the world and
your client’s world, life and work.
This approach and book offer a way of including – when required and
appropriate – family-system patterns within a coaching process and
relationship.
Allowing your own family-of-origin patterns and resources into your
awareness is the start of a longer journey of inhabiting the stance of
this approach.

~

Facilitating this approach is a combination of knowing and not knowing, of
learning and un-learning, of steps and no steps, of being and doing. It
requires something even beyond stance that arrives in the coach/facilitator
as a trust in their felt sense of systems and system information. This felt
sense is something intangible but also something beyond emotion, beyond
an embodied physical experience and beyond intuition. It’s something that
emerges in you as you practise the processes and access the field of
information held in all systems. When combined and integrated in this way
you will find yourself working with ease on issues such as those described
in this book.

A participant on one of our recent Practitioner trainings, Laura
Beckingham, wrote about her understanding of the inner stance as part of



her reflective practice.
So, what is needed from the systemic coach? The coach must be simultaneously in
themselves, yet ‘over themselves’ too; strong, brave and at times challenging, yet
without judgement, bias or partiality. They must position themselves outside of the
unfolding picture of the work, yet be deeply ‘in it’ too, in order to both observe and
directly experience and feel what is happening.

They must be rooted in their own experience, yet aware of the full picture and the
component parts – tuned in to current and emerging aspects of the system, alert to both
known and unknown. This work requires the coach to pay deep attention, without
attachment or over-involvement; it requires an openness to and awareness of both the
visible and invisible; it is an inner being and an outward doing; science and poetry;
head, heart, body and soul.

What’s needed is a set of seemingly paradoxical attitudes, positions and abilities, that
on a deeper level come together to form the essence of what makes a capable and useful
coach.

This approach, a way of being, is at best simple and full of ease. It offers such richness
for the coach and everyone they work with yet requires us to let go of some of the
conditioning and attachment to what we’ve previously learned.

Laura Beckingham



Coaching with the system in mind
The stance is about finding your place, in a particular way, with the client or
team and the systems they belong to. To support this whole-system
approach, it’s important to maintain a stance that allows the coach to find,
and stay, in their own ‘right place’ in relation to the client and the system
with which they are working.

This aspect of the systemic approach to coaching, the inner stance,
underpins everything else and I hope, this book. Systemic coaching and the
facilitation of constellations are about a subtle integration of stance and
methodology. This stance can also underpin your existing coaching
interventions, offering a wider perspective on all the methods and
approaches you already know, and add great value for your clients.

It’s the combination of stance, principles and practices that enables and
supports truly systemic coaching.

At the heart of the stance is leaning back so you can be useful, rather than
leaning in and trying to be helpful. Being useful is much more helpful than
trying to be helpful.

One of the many rewarding things about this work is that it creates a kind
of ‘virtuous circle’ where facilitating it tends to surface certain qualities and
encourage the stance to surface naturally in you. The stance emerges out of
the practice; the practice emerges out of the stance. ">



An invitation
Part I

In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but in the
expert’s there are few.
shunryu suzuki

Mapping your own system
Because this work has to be experienced to be learnt, this section offers an
opportunity to do just that. A more detailed explanation of the practices that
underpin it follows.

~

Being a coach can be an enjoyable and enriching personal and professional
journey. It’s not only clients who benefit from coaching, after all. But for
many, the pressure to get new clients, to develop, to network and to attend
to continuous professional development can be challenging. Sometimes this
feels like it takes up as much time and energy as the coaching itself, leaving
you feeling under-resourced. With the pressures of coaching and being a
coach in mind, it can be useful to resource yourself, find your place in
amongst your work, in your own professional relationship system.

So, as you think about a journey into the application of constellations in
coaching, I invite you to tune in to something else. Tune in to what’s going
on for you at an embodied level: in your body. Move out of your head, even
as you read, and notice what’s going on at a more visceral level. Get
grounded, literally; feel the weight of your feet on the floor, the weight of
your body in the chair. Just notice yourself, without any judgement on how
you are; just be.



Coaching is, as you know, as much about using yourself as an instrument
as it is about knowledge, process or technique. To be able to really rely on
yourself as a coach you need to be able to develop a trust in yourself and
your experience in each moment. The capacity to feel into your own
presence, to stand in your own truth, is an important part of that. This
systemically orientated work in particular becomes both easier and more
effective if you are able to tune in to your ‘empty centre’, your being-ness
rather than your doing-ness. Your felt sense.

So, as you begin to get more centred, present and aware, reflect on your
current relationship to your own coaching practice. It may be that you are
new to coaching and this is one of the first books you’ve read. It may be
that you are an in-house coach in a large organization. It may be that you
lead a coaching organization with a global reach. Whoever you are and
wherever you are on your journey, this is an opportunity to illuminate
something about your relationship to your coaching or coaching business.
So, first of all decide which is the most important question or challenge you
currently face as a coach. What issue bubbles up to the surface as you
reflect on the breadth and depth of your work as a coach or your coaching
offer?

Mapping your relationship with your work as a
coach
Maybe you have a concern over your resources as a coach, your skills or
experience; maybe you have a challenge in relationship to another coach
you are working with; perhaps you have difficulties attracting new coaching
clients; or maybe you are struggling to find your next step in the wake of a
societal trauma. Whatever your question is, simply focus down into it until
you have the essence of it articulated in your mind as a question.

Now identify the key elements that make up the relationship system
around that question or challenge. For example, there will be you; that’s the



first element in this system. Decide if you are going to work with a
representative for the whole of you, or you in your role as a coach. You can
separate those out if you like.

Then there could be ‘my work as a coach’ or ‘my coaching business’,
‘my business partner’, ‘my existing clients’ or ‘potential new clients’. Feel
into your question and see which other elements are needed. For example,
there may be ‘the future’ or ‘my income’ or ‘all my other options’. Identify
the three most central ‘elements’ in this relationship system.

Creating a relationship system map
Now, working with a clear space on a table in front of you, choose an object
to represent yourself: ‘me’ or, as described above, ‘me as a coach’. Ensure
you’ve chosen an object with a sense of direction. In other words, if you use
a coffee cup the handle can represent the sense of direction, of attention.
Each representative object needs to have this quality – whether you use a
Post-it note with an arrow drawn on it, a coffee cup or a stapler where the
open end represents the ‘face’ doesn’t matter, as long as you know which
direction each is ‘facing’ in as you place them in this, your inner map of
what is.

Give the representative for you a place, in the physical space you’ve
identified, that simply feels true. Not right or wrong, just true to where you
are with your current sense of yourself in the context of your question.

Then choose another object to represent the next most important element.
Pay attention to the distance and orientation. Where feels most true to ‘what
is’? Just notice how far apart the two objects are and where they are facing
– towards each other or looking elsewhere? Set it up, slowly, as it is, not as
you wish it was or would like it to be. Stand in the difficulty.

After a while, working slowly, add a third representative object, paying
attention to the same things – distance and orientation. Now just look at the
relationship system between all three objects and look without judgement.



You’ve made a map of the relationship system around your question and
you may even now be starting to see a new perspective emerging.

This kind of mapping is the foundation stone for every constellation you
will facilitate with your clients in the future. In various forms it’s the start of
every constellation and the beginning of a shift from verbal to non-verbal
exchanges; between you and your material, and between your client and
their material.

Even at this first stage, a system map offers an embodied experience of a
largely unconscious relationship structure that you didn’t know you knew
until you knew it physically; until you stood in your own truth. If you’d like
to get a more embodied sense then set this map up again, but this time using
pieces of paper with directional arrows on them as floor markers. Stand in
each place and feel into what it’s like to really be in each place.

What you’ve done so far is mapping what is. The next step is to bring
this map to life – to make interventions that turn it into a constellation; a
living map of the system. That will bring in additional elements, get the
system on the move and effect an inner change in the way you hold this
relationship pattern. That inner change leads in turn to changes in attitudes,
behaviours and actions, which open up new possibilities and fresh energy
for enduring change.

~

That’s what this book is about, and you will have another opportunity to
work on your own question about your work as a coach as you explore this
approach. The whole book is designed to support you on a journey through
this work so you can use it with your clients, but you must keep
experiencing it for yourself, in experiential learning environments,
throughout this book and through this invitation to explore.

This exercise is developed and extended at the end of the book, where
you have the opportunity to take it to the next level. This will leave you



resourced with fresh insight and clarity about your next steps with your own
question and perhaps with this approach to coaching.
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Belonging
There is no house like the house of belonging.
David Whyte



The need to belong and the dynamics that
emerge
We all come from systems. Complex and overlapping relationship systems
each with their own, mostly unspoken, rules of belonging. Our belonging in
each system is unconscious but we carry with us an embodied sense of it,
knowing when we are acting in alignment or out of alignment with it.

This awareness of systems starts at birth where we quickly learn the rules
that protect our membership, that protect our belonging to the system into
which we are born. This, our family-of-origin relationship system, is where
we first learn about belonging – and leadership, power and authority – and
is the deepest pattern-maker for the rest of our lives and work. The family
system is itself nested inside a wider social system, which also has a deep
influence on our emerging consciousness.

We take this deep understanding of belonging into our life, our education
systems and our work. We quickly tune in to the rules that will protect our
belonging in each system we join, testing to see how they align with us and
with previous systems in which we have belonged.

Unspoken rules about behaviour are implicit and ‘known’ soon after we
have joined each system. ‘This is who and what we accept and this is who
and what we exclude.’ ‘This is how we treat each other.’ ‘This is how we
treat our partners, our suppliers, our customers. And those who leave.’

Belonging is everywhere; it permeates our language and our culture and
is a key part of our sense of identity. When we journey through different
schools as children, we quickly learn that the larger system is divided into
subsystems with names and colours that become a vital part of our sense of
place and identity in the class, the group, the team, the school.

As adults we are surrounded by overt invitations to belong – the
membership clubs in our supermarkets, gyms, restaurants and airlines. Each



wants us to belong, to become and then stay loyal; each tries to build a
strong sense of that belonging and keep us ‘in’. These informal clubs bring
out strong primary feelings in members and potential members and loyalty
is rewarded.

The decline of family structures and the rise of social media have
heightened the rewards and costs of belonging. The continuous growth of
TV talent shows plays on our need to be ‘in’ rather than ‘out’. The
emotional impact of inclusion or exclusion is felt by the audience at home
almost as strongly as amongst the contestants, tapping into our deep need to
belong, to be included, seen and recognized.

The role that belonging plays in our lives is also the subject of humour in
popular entertainment, cartoons and feature films. The Godfather trilogy
created such a powerful global following because it deals with the idea of
belonging, of being ‘in’ or ‘out’ of the Corleone family, in very visceral and
emotional ways.

Another example is the ‘People’s Front’ sketch in the Monty Python film
The Life of Brian, in which the members of a group argue about its name
and the rules of belonging. The sketch begins with the line ‘Can I join your
group?’ and ends with a single word: ‘Splitter!’ This cleverly expresses the
need to be included in groups of belonging and the exclusion of others as an
inevitable product of that. The importance to people of articulating
precisely the name and boundary of their system is highlighted along with
the price people pay when they leave or are excluded.

The subtle but huge differences in belonging between two apparently
close systems can be seen every day in competitive team sports. The
differences in what each side says and does may be marginal, but the
loyalties, rivalry and emotions created are enormous. Choosing which
system you belong to, to which you will be loyal, makes a significant
impact on all your behaviours and actions that follow. And becomes



connected to ideas of win or lose, to right or wrong, and sometimes to life
or death.

Belonging is such a strong part of our experience as human beings that
we believe we belong to systems we don’t actually belong within. You see
this with the adulation for sports teams where the players, the people who
do belong, will almost certainly never meet us, their ardent fans. Yet you
feel like you know them and discuss their personalities and actions more
than you might your own friends or family. You ‘die’ when they lose and
feel ‘alive’ when they win.

Without this opportunity to express our deep need to belong, all kinds of
other ways of expressing it would emerge and in perhaps less safe ways.

Attempts to meet our deep need to belong are everywhere – and perhaps
especially strong in organizational and indeed coaching communities.
People bring their skills, experience, motivation and talent into
organizations but they will also bring their need to belong, especially if this
was not fully met in another system. This puts a strain on the organization
that it’s not designed to handle. Expectations and needs can’t be met and
this in turn leads to many difficult belongings and painful endings.

Challenging exits that don’t respectfully honour the bonds that form
through membership, and don’t acknowledge what was gained and what
was lost, create ties and entanglements that can reach forward for many
years, through many systems, leaving an entanglement of unresolved
dynamics.

Belonging in systems creates loyalties, and understanding loyalties is
central to this way of working with coaching clients. The hidden loyalties in
systems are often a source of resistance and, once brought into the light, the
key to lasting resolution and freedom.

As so many of us coaches are ‘teaching what we need to learn’, this
aspect can be important in developing a truly objective, systemic stance and
approach to client work and working relationships.



It begins in the family
You can quickly sense when you meet someone who has a clear and robust
sense of belonging in their family of origin. You can feel they are grounded
in themselves and they embody a calm yet vital energy. They have plenty of
resources that they can offer to others, but they know and respect the
boundaries of those offers and are self-contained, resourced from within.
They don’t impose themselves or their ideas on others; they don’t get over-
emotional when joining or leaving other systems.

Some of these individuals become coaches, using their secure base from
which to work and be useful to others. But this is fairly unusual. For
coaches, like many therapists and others who ‘help’, are often those who
have struggled to belong. As a result, those who struggled to find a safe
place in their family of origin, or who judged their family as not good
enough to belong within, may find themselves particularly attracted to the
belonging in organizational systems or other professional communities,
including coaching communities.

Alternatively, they may feel safer holding on to the comfort of familiar
separateness and become adamant about defending their independence from
any group, in secret fear that they wouldn’t be able to find their place safely
or may risk rejection.

All of our experiences of belonging in different systems are held within
us for life. The deep patterns and loyalties can be a burden or a source of
insight, wisdom and resource. Because we are all a product of the systems
in which we have belonged, taking this into account in coaching makes a
fundamental difference to the way we work and the solutions space that
opens up.

If the deep patterns and dynamics that emerge from belonging are seen
and resolved through compassionate systemic intervention, the



entanglements and blind loyalties can loosen and become a deep resource
for the coach. This in turn enables them to offer a systemic perspective and
method to their clients, having been on the journey of insight and
integration themselves.

Burning out to belong
If you find yourself with a client who is working excessively hard in a way that’s exhausting
them, then it’s possible that they may have found a level of belonging (in their work system)
that they felt was not desirable or available in their family of origin. Being able to identify a
hidden need to belong being expressed in this way may be fundamental to the client’s health
and ability to restore balance.

Belonging expressed through work in this way often leads to significant external success
but also, later, to difficulty for both individual and organization. The need to belong can’t be
fully met, partly because belonging in organizational systems is always temporary.

We inevitably bring our innate need to belong into our work as coaches.
When we do that consciously it can be healthy for the coach and client
alike, creating deeper levels of awareness and growth in both. Done without
conscious awareness it can be both limiting for the client and exhausting for
the coach.

Coaching with belonging in mind can support us to be more fully present
and aware with our clients, in our work.

The deepest human need is to belong. Belonging can only occur with
others, in a system, a relationship system. The process starts at birth
as we bond and belong. This is the first system we encounter and
belong within and we call it family.
Families have rules that protect belonging. Some are spoken and
known, some are unspoken but still deeply known. Without words



being necessary, we quickly understand what we need to say and how
we need to behave in order to belong in our family system.
Our family-of-origin system is the deepest pattern-maker for the rest
of our lives and work. We stay loyal to our family-of-origin ‘way’,
especially when we protest that we don’t.
Loyalty protects belonging. As an example, it’s hard for people to
allow themselves to become happier or more successful than their
own parents were able to be. This is an example of a hidden loyalty
and once illuminated, respectfully seen and integrated, can transform
life and life at work.
Modern life and the ease of international travel have created some
challenging dynamics around belonging, some of which can be seen
in people who describe themselves as ‘third-culture kids’, those
brought up outside traditional family structures or who spent much of
their childhood in residential or boarding schools.
Through life we build an inner hierarchy of belonging and the
loyalties that emerge from that. We refer to this hierarchy, mostly
unconsciously, when there is conflict, confusion or disagreement
about how to behave, how to belong.
Belonging in each system has many rewards as well as being the
source of hidden loyalties, entanglements and repeating patterns.
The ‘rules’ of belonging in our family of origin, our ‘primary
conscience group’, have no inherent moral value; they are simply the
rules of belonging in our family.

One of the reasons that learning to become a coach is so often experienced
as enriching and resourcing is that it happens in groups of belonging. From
your first training as a coach through to joining a coaching organization,
association or federation, it’s an experience of learning but also of
belonging in a series of relationship systems.



The experience of joining and belonging in professional learning and
relationship systems is information that is worth paying some attention to,
as it tells us something about what might be important in business and
organizational life. For us and also those we work with as coaching clients.



The cycle of joining, belonging and leaving
Life and life at work are continuously repeating cycles of belonging and
unbelonging. Apart from your family of origin, you will join, belong in and
then leave every other system. All family systems are permanent, and all
businesses and every other kind of organizational systems are temporary.
You can’t leave your family-of-origin system, even if you want to. The
harder you try, the more you reject your origins, the more you will become
just like them. What you fight grows stronger and what you judge you
become.

The importance and impact of understanding the cycle of joining,
belonging and leaving is sometimes ignored and the principles of systems
often violated in organizational life. Many leadership, HR, recruitment,
talent management, coaching and leadership development practices also
ignore the most important part of the cycle. Leaving.

The way people leave organizational systems is the least well-attended
part of the cycle of belonging in systems. Businesses will pay thousands to
exclude people, often with a simultaneous attempt to silence them. This
approach leaves both the people being excluded and the organizational
system itself deeply impacted and entangled. New people join to replace
them and soon feel unable to perform at their best. The people who have
been ejected join other systems and bring the long tail of their difficult,
often very painful, leavings with them. And so the pattern enters another
system and it repeats and redoubles.



In music and rock bands we are often very interested in who was in the original line-up and
who left, who joined, who belonged and belongs. This is because we know that joining,
belonging and leaving matters hugely to the relationship dynamics in the band, the way they
play together and how they are perceived by us and others.

Organizational life, certainly in the commercial and corporate sectors, is
often full of challenging dynamics as a direct result of a lack of
understanding of the importance of attending, carefully and respectfully, to
endings. Endings are the end of a belonging and therefore connected to
primary human needs.

To ignore the depth of connection made between an individual and a
system they belong within is to violate a central principle of healthy
systems: that everyone has an equal right to a safe and respected place in
the system. This is not to say that everyone should have a job for life, which
can create existential problems for a system.

It’s the way the leaving is attended to that is so important. The way that
the contribution made by the person or people who are leaving is respected
and acknowledged, and the way they are able to acknowledge what they
have gained from belonging. This is a subtle, nuanced dance in often
difficult dynamics but it is a dance that systemic coaching with
constellations is beautifully equipped to enable and facilitate.



Leading to Avoid Belonging
Belonging is challenging for many. Some find ways to avoid it by keeping themselves small
or avoiding groups, teams and organizations as much as possible. This helps to keep them safe
and reduces the risk of feeling excluded, though it may be lonely. Others invest their personal
energy into becoming leaders, so that they can lead to avoid belonging. This also offers a kind
of loneliness and so an apparently safe place. These leaders are however often experienced as
challenging and unsafe, or quite the opposite; they take care of everybody and work to create a
culture, a system, in which they can feel safe and belong. In either case they are searching to
belong. Work with them with that in mind, beyond ideas of right and wrong.

The key benefit of attending to leavings well is that doing so creates the
conditions for effective joinings and healthy belonging. Both for the person
who has left as they go to join another organizational system and for those
that join to occupy the role the person has just left. You will not be able to
find your place, from which you can really occupy your role’s authority,
unless the person before you left in a dignified way, one that included
honouring their contribution or impact in the role. The organizational
system won’t make space for another person until the previous one has been
‘re-membered’ in this way.

When we leave a system of belonging we are being asked to let go of a
whole set of unwritten rules and to step out of the invisible boundary that
defines the conscience of that particular system. This idea of conscience,
the way that belonging is maintained and influenced, is the subject of the
next chapter.

The way to work with this knowledge is described in several ways and
contexts in this book, connected to joining, belonging and leaving systems.
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Conscience, guilt and innocence
There is no growth without guilt.
Bert Hellinger



Belonging in conscience groups
In the previous chapter we explored the need to belong, to belong in
relationship systems. Each system we belong in is held together by an
invisible field with a boundary, a boundary within which you feel secure in
your belonging, outside of which you don’t. You are either acting within the
implicit rules of the system or not.

The explicit and the unspoken rules define and protect belonging and are
the laws which, if we ignore or violate them, will exclude us. The boundary
is the line that defines the conscience of the system and so everything inside
is operating within a shared conscience. It is a conscience group.

The conscience of each system, rather like an operating system in your
computer, attempts to maintain a coherence and dynamic balance in that
particular system and creates a kind of framework for everything else to
happen. The invisible and often unspoken governing force will entangle you
if you ignore or violate its rules and no system will allow a violation of the
rules without cost or attempts to restore balance.

The conscience defines the behaviours and protects the relationship
system from things and people that don’t belong and so maintains the
system at any cost.

Loyalty to one particular relationship system, a group that shares the
same conscience, drives a whole set of behaviours, actions and responses.
In another system you tune in to a different conscience and quickly adapt to
different rules that protect your membership.

So, ‘conscience’ is the system’s need to protect belonging within a group,
and the creation of an invisible boundary within which certain beliefs and
behaviours are expected and rewarded, and others are not.

You can consider three different kinds of consciences when you work as
a coach:



Personal conscience
Organizational conscience
Systemic conscience



Personal conscience
The first system we are born into is our family system. Our experience of
belonging in that system forms the foundation stone of our personal
conscience. This conscience is based on our family’s ideas of right and
wrong and is itself the result of generations of events and relationship
dynamics in our ancestral field. There is of course a particular potency for
us around our parents and grandparents and what they say and do.

We detect the invisible but clearly felt edges of the family conscience and
create our own inner picture of it. We inevitably seek, especially when
young and our survival depends on it, to stay within its boundaries.

As we travel through educational and then professional systems, this
sense of who we are and what we believe, our personal conscience, is
challenged and reshaped. However, we will always find ways to stay loyal
to its early form in some way. This is because we need to know we belong
somewhere, that we come from somewhere, are embedded in our family
system with all its joys and resources and all its pain and tragedies. To
ensure we belong, we act in a way that keeps us loyal, and this leads to
feelings of ‘innocence’. When we act out of alignment with it we feel
‘guilty’.

As young children we will do anything we can to ensure we stay inside the boundaries of our
first system, our family system. We agree to the explicit and the implicit rules as if our life
depends on it. Which it does.

This is the first of your feathers in your peacock’s tail and you can’t
unbelong from your family system or its conscience, but you can grow
beyond it. The way in which you do that, the way you move away, informs



how you move towards and belong in other systems, how you live, how you
lead and how you coach.

Expansion beyond your original conscience group is central to growth of
self at the personal and the professional levels and so the journey of
understanding and connecting to the resources and entanglements in your
personal conscience is central to the learning journey of life and work.

Personal conscience protects our belonging and belonging generates
strong, often unconscious loyalties. Illuminating, when appropriate, the
hidden loyalties to personal and professional systems in our clients is a key
feature and benefit of systemic coaching.



Organizational conscience
Each organizational system, whether that is a global corporate, a small
privately owned company, a social health system or a founder-led business,
will generate its own unwritten rules and dynamics. Its own conscience.
Each organization has its own tail feathers made up of all the people – with
their personal consciences – and events that have shaped it; all the people
that have belonged and the impact of the way all those who left departed.

Each entity has its own memory of all that has taken place within it.
Some may call this the organizational unconscious or ‘the culture’.
Whatever you call that intangible quality, it’s a unique combination of
dynamics within the organizational system that creates a set of rules that
govern inclusion or exclusion, the flow of leadership and organizational
health.

People will adapt their personalities and exhibit all kinds of unnatural behaviour in order to
belong in a business or other organizational system. We will do almost anything to belong.

Feelings of guilt and innocence are also felt strongly in relationship to the
conscience group that is the organizational system we belong in. Just as
when we were children and quickly sensed the unwritten rules in our
families, so it is in the professional systems we join. We will adapt our
behaviours in order to stay loyal and ‘innocent’.

As we expand our skills and professional capabilities we also have to
tolerate a certain kind of guilt in order to grow and move to another
professional system. The way we do that, the way we attend to the cycle of



joining, belonging and leaving each conscience group, is central to the flow
of life and work, and is important to understand in coaching.



Systemic conscience
Systemic conscience works in the collective unconscious of all relationship
systems. It’s a force that works with the primary intention of sustaining the
coherence of the whole system and creating a dynamic balance within it no
matter what the cost. In that way it is amoral and ideas of ‘right’ and
‘wrong’, of ‘good’ and ‘bad’, have no meaning in this context. Its only
purpose is to protect the system, keep it whole.

Although you will feel the effect of ignoring or violating the systemic
conscience, you will not feel ‘guilt’ or ‘innocence’ in relationship to it until
and unless you become aware of it. Once you are aware of it you can much
more easily create the conditions for whole-system health, be it in a
personal or professional system. Life and leadership can flow and limiting
repeating patterns fade.

The organizing principles of TIME, of PLACE and of EXCHANGE,
detailed in the context of coaching in the next chapter, are the product of
systemic conscience, the governing field for everything else and within
which all other systems are held.

Let’s take a closer look at each type of conscience, and this concept of
guilt and innocence, in more detail.



Personal conscience in more detail
Our personal conscience emerges out of the experience of belonging in our
family of origin and the social system it is itself nested in.

Each of us is born into the field of our family system and an ongoing
family drama that stretches back in time. That field of our family contains
multiple cross-generational dynamics, covert repeating patterns, deep
resources and hidden loyalties, as well as the flow of life and of love
particular to our family. It is impossible not to be caught in the power of the
flow of the field of life through which our own came.

All the unspoken rules of belonging in this system resonate in us and
become embodied, a part of us and our emerging identity and the way we
make sense of the world. It is of huge importance to us as a child, as staying
loyal to it means that we belong and staying loyal to it means we survive. It
is the lighthouse by which we steer our sense of self and our early ‘moral
compass’. If this is how our family does things, then this will be how we do
things. If this is who our family defines as ‘good’ and who it defines as
‘bad’ then it will also become our guide to ideas of which kinds of people
are ‘right’ and which are ‘wrong’.

Our personal conscience is also shaped by any spiritual practices and
beliefs that are part of our family system as well as the social and cultural
system we are born into. As a result we know what beliefs, actions and
behaviours we must stay loyal to in order to protect our deep need to
belong. We believe we know universal truths about right and wrong and
take those beliefs out into the world, suspicious of others who are loyal to a
different personal conscience.

Acting in alignment with our personal conscience protects our belonging
and creates a feeling of innocence. From then on we can justify many kinds
of actions and behaviours in its name. As a result of the deep bond we make



as a child, our personal conscience will inevitably influence our lives and
work for many years to come. Even when – especially when – we reject it.

Our personal conscience is challenged, reshaped and stretched as we
enter educational systems, different friendship groups and, later, the world
of work. As we grow we learn of the many other conscience groups, some
of which easily align with our own and others that feel alien.

Despite an often-self-righteous belief to the contrary, our personal conscience is not a guide to
right and wrong in a different family system, or a larger context. It’s simply a set of reference
points, an inner compass that tells us whether we are acting in or out of alignment with our
system of origin.

Whereas systemic conscience is largely unconscious and we only become
aware of it when we are caught up in its self-righting dynamics, personal
conscience is much more conscious and we feel when we are in or out,
whether our actions protect or risk our belonging.

Personal conscience is like an inner voice that asks, ‘Is what I’m doing
and saying expressing and protecting my loyalty to this group? Do I
belong?’

Personal conscience is however just that, personal. It has clear views
about right and wrong, good and bad. It will invite us to exclude people and
things that don’t align with it and it will be our source of knowing whether
we believe we have done the ‘right’ thing or the ‘wrong’ thing. For another
person the opposite may be true.



A question to ask yourself to understand your own personal conscience is: what did I have to
do or say to remain loyal to the conscience group of my family when I was a child? What
behaviours, beliefs or people were described as ‘right’ and which were deemed ‘wrong’?

In our youth the conscience groups that are the most different from our
parents’ are often the most attractive. We may then join and become a
member of many different conscience groups that are nothing like our
family of origin’s.

However, try as we might, we never fully move away from our personal
conscience, in particular if we reject or judge it. We may move to the other
side of the earth and enact the very opposite values, beliefs and behaviours
of our parents but we will still find ways to remain loyal to our first system.
This is often through a strong and close emotional connection to a
grandparent or by becoming remarkably similar to the parent we most
judge. Either way we always find a way of staying loyal so that we know, in
some way, we still belong.

Every coach and every coaching client is nested within multiple overlapping systems and
conscience groups. We all come from multiple belongings in many systems. This is our
peacock’s tail and we carry it with us through life and work. ‘Cleaning’ our tail feathers
through fresh insight and compassionate understanding is essential if we are to support others
do the same.

As we travel through life we gather and internalize different sets of attitudes
and beliefs about relationships, about work, about others. The attitudes and
beliefs become our internal reference system and either challenge, align
with or reshape our personal conscience.



If we are resourced to do so, we will revise our personal conscience and
respectfully grow beyond what was possible for our parents and ancestors.
This is how we grow and mature as we individuate and become free adults.
The way we make that inner journey often has a deep influence on how it
turns out.



A summary: personal conscience
The deepest need is to belong. We belong in systems: relationship systems.
The system that creates the deepest patterns for our lives and work is our
family of origin.

The purpose of personal conscience is to define and protect the
system boundary and bond us to the family. It has no intrinsic moral
value but establishes its own clear ideas about right and wrong. These
will be defended and justified as a way of showing the boundaries of
that system’s conscience.
Each family system expresses its own rules of belonging through a
certain mindset and attitude, its own particular language and actions
unique to that family. As a member of that family we know we must
align with these in order to belong and so we tune in to the rules,
particularly the unspoken ones, early.
What is acceptable and feels clearly ‘good’ in one family system may
be unacceptable and completely ‘bad’ in another.
Belonging within the personal conscience group creates feelings of
connection and of ‘innocence’. This results in deep loyalties.
Actions and behaviours that don’t align with the conscience of that
group, that system, risk our belonging, separate us from the group
and make us feel ‘guilty’.
To grow beyond our original personal conscience group, our family
of origin, requires a respectful separation.

We know we belong when we act in a way that is aligned with the conscience of that
particular group, that relationship system.



Guilt and innocence
Our personal conscience often lies at the roots of interpersonal,
organizational and indeed social conflict. Many people whose behaviour is
considered ‘bad’ or ‘dysfunctional’ are simply connected back into a
system and are acting out of deep loyalty that’s protecting their belonging in
that system. A risk of exclusion from the group, or an opportunity to
demonstrate deep loyalty, can be at the root of some very destructive
behaviours fuelled by the need to belong, to feel innocent in the way we
mean it here.

I can still remember, in my early training in family and social system
constellations 20 years ago, how shocked I was when the facilitator brought
this idea to life by talking about how when someone perpetrates a terribly
destructive act, like an ‘act of terrorism’ for example, that they believe they
are acting in complete accordance with their personal conscience. They
perpetrate these very damaging acts out of a deep loyalty, and with a
feelings of ‘innocence’ and rightness.

It took me a long while to understand the shocking but simple truths and
implications behind this way of understanding. The need to belong and the
loyalties that emerge from that create incredibly powerful dynamics and
behaviours. So strong that the people perpetrating these acts feel deeply
aligned with and therefore innocent (in the way we mean it here) in
relationship to their conscience group.

The soldier fights not because he hates what is in front of him, but because he loves
what is behind him.

G K Chesterton

In many cases perpetrators of these violent acts are also drawn to join their
close family members who have carried out a similar act of loyalty before
them. Their actions are an expression of their deep loyalty and so protect



their membership. In this way we can even perhaps start to see a connection
between feelings of belonging and love behind these shocking acts of
violence.

If I learned one lesson from my time with the CIA it is this: everybody believes they are
the good guy.

Amaryllis Fox, former CIA clandestine officer and author of Life Under Cover

This understanding of such destructive behaviour doesn’t justify or excuse
it, or make it right in the moral sense; it simply illuminates the deeper
motivations, the profound importance and impact of belonging in
conscience groups and the powerful loyalties that emerge as a result.

In this way one can see how moral judgements have limited value when
trying to understand damaging actions; they merely condemn or support
them. Moral judgements neither deepen the understanding nor resolve
anything in the system.

A moralist is someone who uses a small measuring instrument for the great world.

Bert Hellinger

It took me a while to see the implications of this perspective, and its
connection to inertia and resistance to change at an individual, team and
whole-system level, but this dynamic, loyalty to a conscience group, is very
active in business and organizational life.

This single insight – that extraordinary and sometimes very damaging
actions are carried out with feelings of ‘innocence’ out of the deep loyalty
to a conscience group – transformed my understanding of life and work and
then my coaching practice.

After all, very challenging and painful behaviour is not that uncommon
in organizational systems. Most people know what it’s like to work with
somebody whose impact may be described as ‘toxic’ or indeed to coach
someone who we are told behaves in a ‘very difficult’ way with their peers



or direct reports. Perhaps they are just staying ‘innocent’ in the way we
mean it here, loyal to another conscience group.

When you’re coaching somebody who has difficult behaviours that hurt
others it can feel hard to get past the story – or the 360-degree feedback –
and coach without judgement on ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. But if you can coach
with respect for what is and with an understanding of loyalty to conscience
groups in mind you will get a different level of contact with your coachee
and increase the chances of them making a lasting change in behaviour.

People are often making an attempt to remain ‘innocent’ in relationship
to a previous or current system and that is expressed through resistance to
change, challenging behaviours and more.

So, because we know instinctively what will jeopardize our membership
in each system, we attempt to stay ‘innocent’ in relationship to it, so that we
protect our belonging. Not challenging, staying loyal to maintain the feeling
of belonging and innocence. When we act out of alignment and risk our
belonging we feel ‘guilty’ because we have risked our membership of the
group.

All behaviour makes sense when you look at it in the context of the system to which it is an
act of loyalty.

Coaching questions connected to belonging, loyalty,
guilt and innocence
When coaching with the power of belonging and loyalty in mind you can
work on, illuminate and support resolution of the dynamics emerging from
it. In yourself and your clients.



You can begin to explore questions of belonging and the hidden loyalties
that develop as a result of it by asking yourself, then your clients:

To whom are you being loyal when you behave like that/stay stuck
like that/respond like that?
Who would look at your ‘dysfunction’ and be quietly pleased?
To which relationship system in which you have belonged is your
behaviour/reaction/response an act of loyalty?
To whom would you be disloyal if you chose to behave differently?
Who would not be pleased?



Organizational conscience in more detail
A unique set of mostly unspoken rules of belonging or ‘organizational
conscience’ emerges in each system as a result of the founding intention
and relationship dynamics and then all the events, successes and failures
and all the people that have been a part of the system. Each organizational
entity has its own memory of all that has taken place within it. Some may
call this the organizational unconscious or simply the culture. Whatever
name you give that intangible quality, it’s a unique combination of
dynamics within the organizational system that creates a set of unwritten
rules that govern inclusion or exclusion, the flow of leadership and
organizational health.

Naturally the personal conscience of each individual within the
organizational system both creates and also rubs up against the
organizational conscience, and when you join there is either a natural fit and
alignment, or there is not. This is the source of much stress and conflict in
organizational systems when an individual’s personal conscience (they may
describe it as ‘my personal values’) comes into conflict with the
organization’s desire for different attitudes and behaviours.

Take a moment to reflect on all the organizational systems in which you
have belonged. Starting with the first professional system you joined and
the businesses or organizations that followed it. See where the tension rises
as you recognize conflicts between your personal conscience and the
organizational consciences you found yourself working in. Notice where
there was a strong fit, an alignment between the two, and how that felt.
Notice when there was not a comfortable fit and reflect on where that
tension came from.

Then ask yourself:

What was the benefit and cost of being a member of each?



To which of these systems are you still most loyal?

If you are familiar with the methodology and application of ‘resonant
sentences’ that name what is, then you may notice some emerging for you
as you reflect. If not, these will be explored later in the book.

I worked with a regional general manager who was looking to find a way of understanding the
challenging feedback he was receiving after less than a year in the role. He had been an
external appointment and there was tangible resistance to his authority.

When an ‘outsider’ comes in to lead a system they have many challenges, principally how
to create and build loyalty to them and their style of leadership. As is so often the case this
regional senior manager had a very impressive track record and enormous intelligence and
could work at pace across multiple challenges. Everything looked like it was set up for
success, on paper at least.

When someone new comes into a system and their authority is not followed there can be
two reasons connected to systemic dynamics and loyalty. The first is described elsewhere in
this book and is very common. This is when someone leaves in difficult circumstances and is
replaced by someone else who then struggles to occupy their role authority. The system
attempts to ‘re-member’ the person who was disrespectfully ejected and so the next person,
however brilliant they are, however talented, finds themselves sitting on what is known as a
‘systemic ejector seat’.

If that is not the case, and it wasn’t in this example, then you can turn instead to a different
kind of loyalty. The loyalty of the new person to a former system and their role in that. In
particular, if their way of leading in a former system was connected to the survival and
success of that system then it will be hard to let it go and learn a new style and pace. This was
the case here.

This new senior regional manager, responsible for eight countries as part of a global
corporate, used to work as a medical doctor in an accident and emergency unit at a large
hospital. To cut a short story even shorter, their loyalty was to a system in which both the
unspoken and explicit sentence was ‘everything is an emergency’. Growth, and therefore some
guilt, was required so that he could soften that deep but largely unconscious loyalty to his first
profession.

All of this came to light in the first session and cleared the ground for a completely different
pace of work and style of leadership. Recognizing that the unspoken rule in the new system
was ‘we are playing a long game’, he was able to adjust his style. This had, over several
months, a profound impact on the people in the senior team around him and he settled into a
very productive leadership journey. People followed his lead.



Since writing earlier editions of this book I have spent some time working
with senior leaders and heads of division within a large European Union
institution with global reach. I was invited into the system because a
manager with responsibility for coaching and team development had seen
me facilitate an introduction to systemic coaching and constellations at a
conference. So, the invitation into the system was explicitly a ‘systemic’
one, though the systemic issues were invisible for quite a while and
remained unspoken until a systemic intervention revealed them and things
began to change.

What became clear was that when an organization has been started in a
particular country with a certain mix of national identities and social-system
conscience groups, this creates a set of dynamics and behaviours that have a
key role in defining the original culture and unspoken rules of belonging.

When the original cultural reference points – the original organizational
conscience – is acknowledged and included and the rules of belonging that
were so important are spoken about, then people can separate more fully
from them and move into the future with a far greater degree of willingness
to accept and adopt the new rules and an evolving culture. The loyalties to
the ‘old way’ soften and dissolve once seen and respectfully acknowledged.

That working relationship proved to be a useful reminder of the
importance of looking back and acknowledging foundations and cultural
reference points of a system if one is to truly understand its rules, hidden
resources and unspoken dynamics.

~

We will do almost anything to belong, until we can tolerate the tension no
longer and choose to become ‘guilty’ in relationship to the conscience of
the group. If we choose to act out of alignment with an organizational
conscience, we damage our belonging and often pay a price for that.



We may however have to maintain a level of guilt if we have a position
in an organization that is connected to safety or risk to the system. In that
case you are part of the business and paid by it, but also apart from it, in the
sense you must be willing to be guilty and risk your belonging if you ‘call
out’ behaviour that is deemed risky or unsafe. There are many cases where
the strong pull to remain ‘innocent’ in the way we mean it here prevents
people from doing that. Then a limiting, often painful, culture develops
where the safety and risk start becoming frequently compromised and the
system eventually collapses.

We may choose to go a step further and endanger our belonging by
becoming guilty and so being a ‘whistleblower’. People who are described
as ‘whistleblowers’ are doing something that appears to be against the rules
of the system, but are very often acting in its service. As a result, if they are
very fortunate, they and the system grow, for there is no growth without
some guilt. More often however, they pay a heavy price and are excluded.

Despite expressed support for honesty and the reporting of behaviour
deemed inappropriate, individuals who become ‘whistleblowers’ may find
that their own behaviour – in ‘good conscience’ – threatens their place in
that system. For many this means years of ‘fighting the system’ at great
personal cost.

There can be loss of income, house, friends, marriage. There are health issues and
sometimes even death because of the stress.

John R Phillips, lawyer for whistleblowers, Washington

The threat of being ostracized by the group is often enough to force
compliance. Disloyalty is almost always punished by exclusion and the
price of that exclusion illuminates how central belonging is to the human
condition, at home and at work.

Fred Alford, Professor of Government at the University of Maryland, is
the author of Whistleblowers: Broken lives and organizational power, a
study of the impact of whistleblowing. Of his substantial sample group,



most lost their jobs and never worked in the same field again; many also
lost their families, as court cases and tribunals dragged on for 10 years or
more.

The sanctity of whistleblowing may be written into law in many
countries, but for most it is a traumatic experience. Exclusion is the price of
disloyalty to the group, the organizational conscience group. In fact it is
also an inner fight between the individual’s personal conscience and the
organizational conscience.



Organizational conscience: a summary
The personal conscience of the founders creates the foundations and
this then combines with all the people that work within the
organization, all the events that take place, the purpose, and the way
people join, belong and leave the system.
Each organizational system develops its own spoken and unspoken
rules of belonging and this forms a field that influences those who
come into its sphere. We may often refer to this as ‘the way we do
things here’ or ‘the culture’.
In the world of work we quickly tune in to the rules of belonging in
each system in which we become a member. When we join a new
system, a business, organization or professional group we are asking
ourselves ‘What do I have to do, how do I behave, in order to belong
here?’

– A useful question to ask your clients if you want to open a
systemic perspective for them and your coaching is
therefore: ‘What do you have to do or say (or not do or not
say) here, in this system, in order to protect your belonging
within it?’

As we learn the unspoken rules in each professional or organizational
system we naturally attempt to stay ‘innocent’ in relationship to them,
so as to protect our belonging. These attempts however may clash
with our personal conscience and we feel we are not quite fitting in as
we try to find our place in between two differing conscience groups.

– An ongoing tension between our personal conscience and the
organizational conscience is at the root of much chronic
stress and exhaustion at work.



Our sense of belonging and wellbeing in an organizational system
comes in large part from our sense of what we have to agree with, or
what we have to compromise, to belong.

– An ongoing tension between our personal conscience and the
organizational conscience is at the root of many problems
with health and wellbeing at work.

If we choose to be disloyal to the unspoken rules of belonging, the
organizational conscience, we may pay the price of exclusion.

– Being excluded from a business or other organizational
system is often one of the most painful experiences we can
have in our professional lives. This is because it is an
unresolved ending of belonging and belonging is one of the
deepest human needs.



Growth requires guilt
The loyalties to a system, to protect your belonging and stay with your
feelings of ‘innocence’, are sometimes stronger than the loyalty to your
own growth and development. If not for you, maybe for your clients.

However, if we stay completely aligned with our original systems, we
will limit our capacity to grow and flex as the need to stay feeling
‘innocent’ will limit our field of view and range of responses and
behaviours.

People who stay innocent in relationship to their primary conscience
group often have strong views on ‘right and wrong’ and may make moral
judgements based on these. They may adhere to strict doctrines, absolute
beliefs and prefer only literal ‘right or wrong’ explanations.

We all come from family systems and these form the foundations of our personal conscience
and are our first experience of belonging. For growth we need to respectfully expand beyond
this primary system and become ‘guilty’, reshaping our personal conscience to include other
truths and possibilities. As we move through different organizational systems we will also
need to continue on that unfolding journey of guilt and inner growth.

People who learn how to become ‘guilty’ to their primary system in a
respectful way – integrating what was useful and looking at what was not
with a systemic lens and compassion for what was possible for those who
came before them – will be able to tolerate and learn from a wider range of
attitudes and behaviours without judgement over them.

When we can truly take what has been given to us exactly the way that it
is and with respect for what was possible, we feel resourced and can expand



what we have received and pass it on. In this way we don’t feel isolated but
extended, we are accepting what was given, seeing its value and growing it.

So, personal and professional growth and development require us to
become ‘guilty’ in relation to the various systems in which we have
belonged. If we stay ‘innocent’ in relation to our original systems (family,
spiritual or social systems) we may not gather the ‘weight’, the gravitas to
coach (or lead) others, relying instead on a framework of rational ideas,
tools and models.

It takes courage to make the transition from our original conscience group. When this
movement into guilt is facilitated with respect and acknowledgment for what was given
and what was received it can bring profound growth and strength.

Alastair Kidd

Growing, tolerating feelings of guilt, is not an easy path but can result in a
quiet authority and the capacity to influence, to coach or to lead a wide
range of people from many systems without partiality or depletion.

Understanding belonging within conscience groups and the deep loyalties
this creates can be important in your development as a coach. Exploring to
whom and to what you are privately loyal when you are working with an
individual, a team or a group can be a useful part of the learning journey
towards systemic coaching.

By opening to the possibility of a systemic perspective and methodology
you have already begun to tolerate feelings of ‘guilt’ in relationship to other
ways of being and working.

To whom or what do you feel a little guilty when you read about this way
of working?

We all need to grow up. We need to grow up and out of our former
personal conscience if we are to develop and expand our consciousness.

In Bert Hellinger’s book Love’s Own Truths, he explains the difficulties
of personal growth and change:



Solutions are often experienced as dangerous because they make people lonely, whereas
problems attract company. Problems often attach themselves to feelings of innocence
and loyalty, whereas solutions are often associated with feelings of betrayal or guilt.

Not that such feelings of guilt are reasonable, but they are experienced as feelings of
betrayal and guilt all the same. That’s why the transition from the problem to the
solution is so difficult.

But if what I’ve said to you now is true, and if you accept it as such, you’ll have to
change your whole orientation!

Bert Hellinger, Love’s Own Truths

The understanding of loyalty to conscience groups, of staying innocent in
relationship to them, can be so useful in coaching, in particular when you
are trying to inhabit the systemic stance. For example, imagine you are
sitting with a client who you privately judge as ‘not good enough’ as a
leader or perhaps as a person. You find it hard to like or respect them.

If you include awareness of their peacock’s tail feathers behind them, all
the different conscience groups they come from and have learnt how to
belong within, then you can start to look with distance and compassion
beyond them and your own ideas of right and wrong to what or whom they
may be unconsciously loyal. You begin to reframe your ideas of ‘good’ and
‘bad’ as you understand that they are simply being loyal to another way of
looking at and being in the world.

If you can inhabit this stance, it opens up different questions and different
interventions.

When you can coach beyond judgement of right and wrong and with the
idea of conscience in mind, then you can hold a safe and very respectful
space for individuals and teams to look at their challenges with great
respect for everything just as it is.

There is more on the subject elsewhere in this book, particularly where
we explore the use of systemic language to challenge and soften systemic
loyalties. As a brief example, the question ‘To whom are you loyal when
you do that?’ can be useful when working with an issue that you sense may



be connected to the dynamics around belonging, personal conscience, guilt
and innocence.

Understanding the power of belonging, of conscience groups and the difficulty of becoming
‘guilty’ to them can be useful in many situations you meet in coaching. For example,
resistance to change at an individual, team or whole-organizational level.

Hidden loyalties to a personal conscience group can also be a very important dynamic in
decision making. I was working with a coaching client who was struggling to decide between
two options on her professional path. No amount of coaching questions, decision-making
models or understanding of personality type seemed to make the difference. She was getting
more agitated and kept coming up with new reasons it was all too difficult to decide, to
choose. Nothing she, I or others had tried seemed to release her from her internal confusion.

I wondered if her loyalty to her personal conscience was in play, so found a moment to ask
her this question: ‘This might sound like a strange question, but to whom would you be
disloyal, feel guilty, if you made a clear decision about this, the right decision for you?’

After a moment of silence, it suddenly all became clear as the hidden loyalty emerged. She
explained, smiling with relief at the insight, that to her mother she would have felt loyal
(innocent) because she had always said ‘follow your heart’ and to her father disloyal (guilty)
because he had always said, or implied, ‘follow the money’.

She was not only entangled in a psychological dilemma of to which parent to be loyal but
also within the larger field of her family system and the conscience arising from it. We did
some work around that and she was then able to relax and choose with clarity and an
embodied sense of relief.

The choice she was able to make was a remarkable blend of following her passion and
talent that also led to a good income. So, by understanding that all growth requires guilt she
was able to tolerate the disloyalty and grow beyond her own personal conscience. This growth
later served her in many other ways, in other contexts.



Systemic conscience in more detail
Beyond the personal and organizational conscience is the systemic
conscience, which attempts to create coherence in all systems. Its effects are
hard to see but clearly felt when the organizing principles it is built on are
ignored or violated. These violations are at the root of multiple
organizational difficulties, inertia and conflict.

Organizational systems are more complex than family systems because they also have all the
family systems and therefore the personal consciences of everybody in them. The mix of
conscience groups and conflicting loyalties creates much tension and confusion in
contemporary organizational life.

Systemic coaching and constellations have much to offer in this area as they are designed to
respectfully acknowledge and separate out the differing loyalties, giving each a place and
bringing the whole into balance.

Systemic conscience has no interest in our ideas of ‘right and wrong’, rather
it is simply in service of the whole and will recruit people into its service to
try to ensure that. Attempts to ignore or to violate the system’s natural drive
for coherence entangle people and other elements in the system in efforts to
restore the structure and systemic integrity. From the perspective of the
system conscience, everything and everyone has to be included, have a
place. So, an individual will be recruited by the systemic conscience to
represent someone else who has been excluded.

Put another way, the system will attempt to ‘re-member’ them.
For example, when there is an attempt to ‘forget’ a leader or when

someone is dismissed in a way that doesn’t acknowledge their contribution
(or the damage they did), the system will entangle someone in that dynamic
until they and their contribution are remembered with truth and respect.



This ‘re-membering’ by systemic conscience is very common but not
commonly or well understood.

Systemic forces are like gravity. When we align with them, life and work flow.

The systemic conscience has no interest in the individual or their personal
conscience and no interest in the organizational conscience, it simply serves
to protect the integrity of the whole system according to its own rules. As
long as the systemic conscience remains out of awareness it tends to create
difficulties and complexities that are hard to illuminate or resolve.

This is where systemic coaching and constellations can have a deep
impact as they’re designed to give the system a voice, and illuminate and
resolve system entanglements.

The next chapter and much of the rest of this book, together with the case
studies in it, further explain and bring the impact of systemic conscience to
life in multiple ways.



How this might be useful for you as a
coach

All coaches have resources and entanglements hidden within the
several systems in which they have belonged, and it can be important
and very useful to explore these.

– A bond to a system in which you belonged, in your
peacock’s tail feathers, may need to be acknowledged and
softened before your systemic stance can be fully accessed.

Working with all the resources, entanglements and loyalties in the
systems that your client has belonged within requires you to explore
the same in the systems in which you have belonged.

– If you exclude any systems – and many coaches keep clear
of the family of origin – you are excluding the roots and
sources of yourself and then your clients.

It’s easy as a coach to become partisan, partial to the stories and
judgements that you are loyal to or your clients share with you.

– With an understanding of belonging, loyalty and conscience
groups it is easier to maintain a truly neutral, impartial stance
and work beyond the story and ideas of right and wrong



Questions connected to belonging to ask yourself as a coach:

Who looks kindly on me when I work as a coach? (Within family of origin, land of
origin, ancestors, teachers and previous organizational system leaders, etc.)

In relationship to which system do I remain ‘innocent’ when I’m coaching? With
which may I need to tolerate feelings of ‘guilt’? (Family of origin, land of origin,
ancestors, education and organizational systems, etc.)

Am I prepared to tolerate the ‘guilt’ (act in a way that could risk my belonging in a
system I belong/belonged in) required for growth and change within me as a person
and as a coach?

Am I able to work beyond ideas about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and agree to everything,
just as it is? Can I allow each person and each system to be as they are without
‘fixing’ them?



How this might be useful for your clients
All coaching clients will have loyalties and entanglements within
several systems (family, social and organizational) in which they have
belonged, so all coaching will include systemic issues.

– The illumination and resolution of these loyalties and
entanglements in personal and organizational systems is one
of the benefits of systemic coaching with constellations.

All coaching will inevitably include systemic issues connected to
belonging, so it can be important to tune in to and know how to
recognize and access them.

– Systemic issues and the deep patterns in them cannot be
truly resolved through linear, rational interventions.
Systemic issues require systemic awareness, insight and
irrational interventions.

All coaching clients come from family systems. Their roots and many
of their resources, as well as some loyalties and limitations, are held
within those systems. They will also have had their first experience of
leadership authority within that primary system.

– When their leadership includes these truths – in themselves
and in others that they lead – their authority can be followed
and trusted.

When leaders acknowledge their own need to belong, they expand
their understanding of their own behaviours and patterns and those of
others.

– Recognizing, for example, that an organization cannot meet
the need to belong that was not met in another system can



liberate clients and reduce the cost and impact of working in
an organization.

The simple awareness of the importance of belonging can clarify and
soften views of subsystems that are seen as ‘difficult’, for example
groups of belonging such as workers’ unions, professional groupings
and pressure groups.

– A leader who understands the impact of personal conscience
and hidden loyalties will be able to lead a safe and inclusive
organizational system, allowing each to belong.

Leaders and others who use coaching to develop themselves find it
clarifying and liberating when their hidden loyalties to people and
systems of belonging in the past are respectfully illuminated and
softened.

– For example, a coaching client who gets to a certain level in
an organization but can’t seem to occupy the authority
required at the next level may be loyal to a family pattern
where leadership was avoided and success was elusive or
cost too much. These kinds of unconscious attempts to stay
‘innocent’ in relationship to a primary conscience group can
have a significant impact on people’s lives and work.

When people in organizations resist change and growth there is often
a question of loyalty and attempts to stay ‘in good conscience’ active
in the background. Many ways of coaching focus on setting a goal
and reaching for it in these circumstances. That approach doesn’t
always work, or only lasts for a short while. When wondering why a
client can’t seem to reach a goal or manifest their intention, you may
find it useful to ask them, ‘Who would smile on you if you stayed
exactly where you are?’



– Illuminating these kinds of hidden loyalties can release
people from deep systemic entanglements. They are then
free to move forward.

Leaders who understand the organizing principles of systems will be
able to acknowledge what is, use the past as a resource to move into
the future, honour who and what have contributed so others feel able
to make their contribution, ensure each has a place and let people
leave with acknowledgement and respect.

~

Belonging is a primary human need and drive, so every coach and every
client has dynamics emerging from belonging in different groups,
conscience groups. Your personal and professional journey, which will
require you to become guilty in relationship to some previous systems, will
be enriched if you keep the importance and role of belonging in heart and in
mind.

As you develop your understanding of conscience groups of belonging in
practical application, I encourage you to refer back to this chapter as it may
offer you a deeper understanding of this aspect and the importance of it in
coaching.
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The universal language of systems
While we worry about designs and structures, tweak procedures
and rules, insist on compliance and control, we never succeed in
creating an organization by these activities. Human organizations
emerge from processes that can be comprehended but never
controlled.
Margaret J Wheatley and Myron Kellner-Rogers

There are many kinds of effective coaches and coaching methodologies.
Some people work one-to-one, while others work as facilitators, working
almost exclusively with teams and groups. Some set goals; others use a
psychodynamic or psychometric framework. Some use models that support
the growth of emotional intelligence, team function and leadership
presence. Whatever kind of coach you are and whatever your preferred
approach, you are just as likely to come across systemic issues as any other.

The dynamics that surface in systems and present themselves as ‘difficult
behaviours’, ‘dysfunctional teams’, ‘stuckness’, ‘repeating patterns’,
‘conflict’ and ‘difficulty in occupying role’ are familiar to all coaches.
When these dynamics are an expression of something in the system – as
they very often are – then only a systemic lens can discern that and only a
systemic approach will have an enduring effect.

Whatever your background, orientation or context, this approach – the
systemic coaching stance and the principles and practices described in this
book – offers an opportunity to illuminate, clarify and resolve system
dynamics while also integrating your own particular style and orientation.
This is an approach underpinned by universal principles that maintain
system coherence.

And we all work, no matter in which context, in and with system
dynamics, whether we are aware of it or not.



~

There are many different kinds of people, managers and leaders.
I’ve yet to meet one, from any walk of life or work, who doesn’t

understand the natural ordering forces in systems, when explained in the
context of a pressing issue. They may however say something like: ‘I don’t
want that to be true, but I can feel that it absolutely is! Tell me more.’ They
immediately know them to be true, because they are true to their daily lived
experience of life, of relationships and of leadership.

Sharing the principles, often through the practices of mapping and
constellations but also in easy conversation, is always a pleasure because it
immediately changes a person’s perception, awareness and how they
approach their particular set of challenges. Once understood, the underlying
principles are never forgotten and they can begin to be applied without the
need for continuous intervention. This in itself leads to transformational
change in relationship systems at work and in life.

The shift in focus from the individual to the wider system is in itself a
systemic intervention, and you will often hear a sigh of relief as clients
understand at a deep level that it is not all about them, not all about their IQ,
EQ, personality, leadership style and interpersonal skills. There’s something
else, something universal, at play and they can explore that while also
developing their self-awareness, interpersonal and leadership skills. The
individual and systemic perspectives are both important, but one without
the other is missing a part of the whole.

So, an understanding of the naturally occurring organizing forces that
govern and sustain systems will be important as you expand your
understanding and facilitation of this approach. Working with an
understanding of the organizing principles in mind informs the stance and
processes that allow this work to deliver the benefits it offers. Even if you
never facilitate a full constellation, an understanding of the principles can
inform and guide your existing approach to coaching conversations and



your preferred frameworks in a way that can enrich and deepen, creating
lasting impact.

We are talking about awareness here, systemic awareness.
To begin to develop our systemic awareness we need to start distinguishing between
what is natural and what is familiar.

Oana Ta˘nase

Systemic coaching and leadership begin with an awareness that
organizations are unnatural living systems governed by the natural ordering
forces that are attempting to create a coherent structure and order. Our
brilliant rational minds and imagination fool themselves into thinking we
can force through organizational design and changes that are against these
natural ordering forces.

This keeps us going around in ever-decreasing circles in which we
blindly refuse to see the world as it is, rather we see the world as we think it
is or want it to be. Ego and mind over nature and system.

There is so much confusion, wasted energy and inertia in organizational
life and so much exhaustion and pain in the people trying to work in,
manage and lead them, simply because the underlying and universal
organizing forces of systems are being ignored or accidently violated.
People just don’t know about them, yet they are very simple, primitive
even.

The universal language of systems is one that we all know, but most of us
have forgotten how to speak. This approach gives the systems we belong to
and work with a voice.



The order of things
Some simple truths, common to all human relationship systems, underpin
this approach. These were originally expressed by Bert Hellinger as ‘natural
orders’ and were discovered through a great deal of experimentation and
observation. The reason it took him years to develop the methodology of
constellations within family and then organizational systems is that he
wasn’t looking to create a new theory. He was looking, searching, for
something more essential. He was searching for what is. What he found and
uncovered were timeless truths that underpin human relationship systems.

The insights and understandings that inform this way of working were
discovered, not dreamt up by the rational mind. When you’ve experienced
them you immediately ‘know’ them, as truths, at a deep level. This
experience leads to an understanding of these ‘natural orders’, ‘organizing
principles’ or ‘forces’ that sustain systems. That’s why this approach is
referred to as phenomenological, the investigation of truths through
experience. Embodied, somatic experience. At first the truths seem to be
our own, personal truths. Constellations show them to be universal to the
human experience.

We only believe in those thoughts which have been conceived not in the brain but in the
whole body.

W B Yeats

Many people, on first approaching this way of working, do so with a degree
of scepticism, the author included. Where is the evidence? What research
has been done into these claims about ordering forces? Why would
dynamics discovered in family systems have any relevance in business,
organizations and executive coaching?

These are important and valid questions, which have a place in the
evolution of this work. Without these questions there may be a danger of



this approach looking like some sort of ‘belief system’ or series of ‘rules’
that mustn’t be broken. With the questions comes a continuous commitment
to searching, to exploration, to experience. A search for the consistent truths
of the human experience in life and at work.

It’s always interesting to observe how people who’ve just experienced a
constellation about their own issue ask no questions about ‘how it works’ or
the truth of the organizing principles. They are too occupied with a new
sense of spaciousness and resolution around the issue or question they had
previously struggled with. A theoretical model, a belief or a leap of faith is
not required to validate their experience. Those would add a layer of
complexity and rational thinking that is simply not required and would
diminish the simple power of a direct experience of system dynamics,
hidden connections and resources.

The principles that underpin this approach are, just like the issues it’s so
effective at tackling, invisible yet tangible in their effect. Identification and
understanding of them is based on close observation and testing that leads
to clarity, then insight and action.

What emerges is an understanding of the interconnected nature of everything and everyone in
systems. Changing something in one part of the system has an effect on the rest. We knew that
already, but this approach explains why and then shows how to work with the resulting
dynamics.

The immutable natural orders, the forces that appear to govern systems,
seem to be protecting them in an attempt to achieve coherence and flow.
These are forces that many individuals, teams and whole organizations
continue to work within, without conscious awareness. As a result,
individuals, teams and businesses are unwittingly caught up in the dynamics
that ignoring or disregarding the organizing forces create. These dynamics



manifest as inertia, difficulty with leadership, lack of role clarity, high staff
turnover, conflict, and other challenging symptoms and behaviours. These
are signs of systemic issues and, through a systemic lens, they offer a
window into the underlying forces at play.

Constellation workshops, the environment in which this work was
originated, offer a visceral experience of these hidden organizing forces; an
opportunity to stand, literally, in the invisible forces and feel their effects.
Surprisingly, the experience transfers with ease and impact into a one-to-
one coaching relationship and process where objects, not people, are used to
represent the various elements of the system. It also has multiple
applications with teams, which we will cover in this chapter and again in
Chapter 11.

Whether in a workshop, in team application or working one-to-one,
constellations are underpinned by the same principles and practices as are
described throughout this book and in every workshop and training
environment. It isn’t the setting in which a constellation takes place that
makes it a constellation; it’s the systemic perspective and attitude of the
coach or facilitator. This comes from an understanding of the underlying
organizing forces in systems, the way of accessing them and knowing when
a constellation may be the appropriate intervention.

The world has not to be put in order: the world is order incarnate. It is for us to put
ourselves in unison with this order, to know what is the world order in contradistinction
to the wishful-thinking orders which we seek to impose on one another.

Henry Miller



From individual and team to system
There are many ways of supporting professional development, resolving
leadership challenges and illuminating organizational complexity. There are
multiple theories and models available to leaders, coaches and
organizational consultants. Each of these perspectives and sources of
guidance can and do play a useful role. They each have a place.

In the human and organizational development aspect of business
leadership it’s incumbent on leaders to ensure that they are creating and
modelling strong interpersonal relationships and building high-functioning
teams throughout the business. That people find their voice and learn to
influence others in effective and motivating ways. That skills such as
delegation and assertiveness are learnt and developed to support high
performance across the business. That emotional intelligence and
leadership, aligned with who you are as well as what you do, is encouraged.
Self-awareness increases and self-management may often follow.

After all, business performance improves when you do. Unless you build
a good understanding of yourself, your natural strengths and blind spots, it’s
hard to exert your influence. Building higher self-awareness and emotional
intelligence so you can respond to different situations and influence others
through a range of styles is an essential ingredient of successful leadership
and is especially important in the knowledge and service economy, where
clients are buying people and high-performing teams, not products. But that
alone – interpersonal, professional and leadership development – is not
always enough. Something else is required in addition.

Working at the level of the individual is essential for clarifying and
resourcing, but unless a wider perspective – a view of the whole system and
the field of information available within and between systems – is also
included, crucial information may be missed that can build enduring



organizational health and resolve complex or apparently intractable issues.
However well an individual performs and aligns themselves with their
values, motivations and goals, the hidden forces that act in organizational
systems will affect and often compromise their individual skills, talent and
performance.

There’s so much talk about the system. And so little understanding.

Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance

Working only at the level of the individual means you may be able to
remove the symptom but the dynamic, if it belongs at the level of the
system, will simply re-emerge and be expressed through someone or
something else. The system doesn’t care who or what it entangles; it must
try to achieve coherence.

Systemic dynamics don’t respond to assessments of personality type,
objective-setting or a new strategic plan. Systems are not affected by the
team profile or whether there’s a particular conflict model being applied.
Systemic dynamics are beyond rational intervention and require something
else. They need to be addressed by systemic interventions.

A business or ‘organizational system’ can be looked at as a continuously
changing mass of relationships, hierarchies, loyalties and motivations. Like
a cloud it hangs in delicate balance, with each part connected to and
influencing each other part. When all of the elements have their place, are
free to move and play their part, systemic coherence can be achieved.



The principle of acknowledgement
System-orientated coaching can support the flow of leadership, team and
organizational health. It offers a way of identifying the ordering forces and
hidden dynamics they create and integrating the understanding into
leadership to help keep business aligned, in flow and generative.
Understanding and then applying the invisible ordering forces in systems
begins with one simple idea: acknowledging what is.

The theme of acknowledgement underpins everything in the principles,
practices, attitudes and application of this work. Acknowledgement might
seem like a strange or rather simple principle to have in mind when
coaching for development, change or organizational health, but the lack of
acknowledgement in modern businesses is one of the most common causes
of difficulties in them.

This is not about the simple acknowledgement that things are difficult. It
is not, for example, about saying anything like: ‘That must be difficult for
you’. Those kinds of words may be described or even heard as empathetic
but they will be experienced at a deeper level as a judgement, an
assumption and one that often weakens the client and risks reattaching them
to their story of how things are. Systemic coaching is about strengthening
the client and freeing them from their stories. And strength comes from
yielding to what is really, essentially true. This is a theme we will return to
many times.

When coaching, it’s easy and common to focus on outcomes, as if
looking only at what could be will somehow be enough to move on from
what is. In this approach, acknowledging what is, and staying with that
before moving forward, allows for an illumination, and system-level
resourcing, releasing and resolving to develop. The methodology for doing
this surfaces inner pictures, which create the starting point for a



developmental, leadership or team journey to begin in a different, often
unexpected, place.

Looking at the broader landscape, most businesses have fallen on
difficult times, let people go and struggled with competitive pressures,
financial challenges or other issues. It’s common to try to forget these
difficult times when the good times return. This lack of acknowledgement
has a negative impact on the system and creates artificial and short-lived
levels of motivation and loyalty. Alternatively, when everything is given a
place, when difficult events in the company history are acknowledged,
when those who have contributed are recognized, then the system can settle
and move on.

When something, or very often somebody, is excluded, not given their
place and not acknowledged, leaders and followers will experience
difficulties.

Whatever you try to exclude will always hold a powerful energy that will distract until it is re-
included.

The point about acknowledgement is that leaders and businesses that face
into the realities of the present, together with their difficulties and successes
in the past, build trust, loyalty and respect. Individuals and teams know they
can trust what the company says and their place in the system, free of
entanglements in the past.

When starting to work in this way, if that’s what you choose to do,
remember to start by acknowledging things just as they are, and you will be
on your way to developing a fuller understanding and systemic practice.
This is because acknowledgement is the key principle and process of
systemic coaching and constellations, and often the single most powerful



intervention when working with systems. I’d also go further and say that the
system itself will not allow you to access or influence it unless you
acknowledge what is, just as it is, first. That in itself requires a certain
humility and a willingness to step back for a while from solutions, even
coaching itself, and the search for objectives and goals.

The first stage of every constellation is designed to support the client to
stand in the truth of the current situation, the current reality. To stand in the
difficulty, the map of the question, developmental challenge or stuckness.
To simply acknowledge what is.

This approach is extended throughout the whole process, as the client is
encouraged to face directly into the truths – of the system, the individual or
the team – and work with a full understanding of the reality of the situation.
This liberates fresh energy and insight and surfaces an openness and
coherence in coach, client and the coaching process itself. This in turn leads
to fresh levels of contact, enduring developmental journeys and lasting
resolutions to complex challenges.

Let’s return briefly to the example described before – the natural
tendency to express empathy by saying something like: ‘That must be
difficult for you’. Let’s imagine you are working with a senior executive
and he or she is struggling to find their place in their leadership authority.
It’s an abstract feeling and hard to get a focus on.

In this way of working you can invite your client to set up a physical map
of the relationship dynamics using the processes described later in this
book. It’s immediately clear from this that they are ‘looking’ at their team
but that the team, or at least some of the members of the team, are ‘looking’
away. Some are even looking out of the system, to something else.

If this were coaching without knowledge of system dynamics or the
mapping processes, you might, for example, express empathy, offer help or
perhaps encourage the client to set a goal or objective to move forwards out
of this situation.



You might analyse the team through the use of any number of
measurement tools or 360-degree feedback mechanisms. You might use a
psychodynamic or psychometric approach. These can all be useful when
working at the level of the individual or team. But systems and system
dynamics have no interest in and are not affected by measurement,
feedback, goals, psychometrics or empathy.

These have no impact on systems and the forces that sustain and balance
them.

Instead the systemic coach invites the client to verbally acknowledge
what is. This is done through the use of the language that sits at the heart of
the methodology and is described in all of the exercises included in this
chapter and throughout this book.

It is hard to think in terms of systems and we eagerly warp our language to protect
ourselves from the necessity of doing so.

Garrett Hardin, ecologist



The organizing principles in systems
In addition to acknowledging what is, and in order to start effecting real
change in your coaching clients, you will also need to develop a kind of
inner radar for the organizing forces of systems so you can support your
clients to see and then acknowledge them too. These organizing forces,
rather like those that influence the weather system, are beyond human
intervention and exist in order to sustain a dynamic balance in systems.
They create invisible fields of influence over everything in their path.
Although invisible, you can see their effects.

Imagine it like a magnet. You can see the effect it has on the iron filings,
but you can’t see the magnetic field that’s at work.

Much coaching, organizational design and organizational development is
attempted with either the magnet or the iron filings. Systemic coaching and
constellations are working at the level of the invisible field. Understanding
and being able to work with this invisible field is important if you want
your coaching to effect change in the systems with which you are asked to
work.

The organizing principles emerge from the systemic conscience, the
organizing force that maintains the coherence of the whole system. This
idea of ‘conscience’ was described in detail in the previous chapter. These
principles have been identified through close observation; they are not a
theory or an idea about something, they are the lived experience of
everyone. As you read, and as you coach with them in mind, see which feel
true and gradually learn about them by testing out their veracity and
usefulness.

The way I understand and share the organizing forces of systems with
students of this work, and very often my clients, is as follows:

The organizing principle of TIME.



The organizing principle of PLACE.
The organizing principle of EXCHANGE.

Let’s explore each in a little more detail and see how they can be useful to
your coaching clients.



The organizing principle of TIME
What comes first in a system has a natural precedence over what follows.
However, what comes later has priority:

Those who join a system first have precedence over those joining
later. Length of service is important in organizational systems.
Starting with the founders, if their place and contribution is
acknowledged by those that follow, the system can create space for
new members to join and flourish.
People who join systems later, especially if they have ‘high authority’
and experience, need to hold an inner respect for those that came
before and what they contributed. What came first made what follows
possible.
When a new leader recognizes that they are in the last place, in the
context of the natural organizing principle of TIME, it settles the
system and allows their authority to manifest and have influence.
Acknowledging the history is always important in understanding the
present and future challenges.
All patterns repeat themselves until the underlying dynamic is
acknowledged and resolved. By understanding the past, their place in
it and the impact it’s had on the present, leaders, individuals and
teams become free of its limits, and will be able to find their place in
the future and change the patterns.
Once the people and events of the past have been fully acknowledged
in this way the present and future are the priority.

All systems will balance out a TIME precedence that has been denied.



Acknowledging the impact of TIME in
organizational systems
We saw earlier how, when a senior executive joins an organizational system
and assumes that their experience, personality and knowledge will be
enough to support them to find their authority in their new role, they may be
disappointed by the response. One of the most common reasons, when all
else is well, is a failure to acknowledge what and who came before them;
the simple fact that they owe their place to everyone who is in the system
already.

This simple truth was first revealed in families and family constellations
when it became clear that for an individual to be resourced, to thrive in life,
they need to give each person who has contributed to their life a place, to
honour them. To honour everyone who contributed to their coming into life,
into their family system, for without them they would not be. This is true
even if their parents hurt them, tried to exclude them or didn’t welcome
them when they arrived. They are still the source of their life, still came
before them and as such have a place in the order of things. So it is in
business. What and who came first came before what and who joined later.

This idea of acknowledging what and who came before them usually
comes as quite a shock to executives who feel themselves to be on a ‘fast
track’ to leadership. It’s a shock that they are usually very grateful for being
given, because it surfaces a humility and sense of place in the larger order
of things that everyone recognizes when they experience it. Most leaders
actually settle into themselves and their natural authority, as they realize
they are not everything, simply a part of a much larger whole that stretches
back in time.

In this book you will find several examples of the importance of
acknowledging TIME when working from a systems health perspective.
You will also soon be able to include it in your framework when facilitating



constellations of your own. To begin with, simply remember that in the
future the past is always present.

Without the past you can create with your client an idea of how the future might be, you
can even create hope for the future. But that is not real systemic change in the client,
which is what we imagine you’re interested in and what we believe coaching is all
about.

The person in the present is their past. And if you do not know about their past and
understand as much as you can about the whole person then you won’t know what it is
you’re trying to change. If you do not know where ‘here’ is it is pretty unlikely that you
will get ‘there’.

Paul and Virginia Brown, Neuropsychology for Coaches

At this stage it may be useful to consider some exercises that you can apply
in one-to-one or team coaching situations. Like all the exercises in this
book, you should try these on yourself and with others in trainings and peer
groups before facilitating with your clients.



 



TIME: An exercise for use in one-to-one
coaching
If you’re working with an individual who has recently joined an organization or team, invite
them to set up the key elements of the system using objects on the tabletop or floor markers.
(This phrase ‘set up’ means to choose representative objects for each of the key elements in
the system and place them in relationship to each other using your ‘felt sense’ rather than your
rational mind. It is in this way that a true inner picture emerges and reveals the underlying
relationship structures.) They should set them up as if on a clock face in order of belonging to
the system, starting with the first element (founder, founding idea or product, or first team
member, for example) at 12 o’clock.

It doesn’t matter if they don’t know the precise order in which others joined but, as they
build up a visual image according to the order of time in this system, they will see something
of who and what came before them and that they are in the last place. Few words are required;
the insights and understanding usually flow naturally and you’ll see a new level of awareness
and an inner shift to a deeper respect for what is in your client.

It’s also important for leaders to recognize who preceded them in the same
role and to respect their contribution. There are several case studies later in
this chapter that will bring this simple idea to life. First, here is an exercise
that illuminates this.



TIME: An exercise for use in one-to-one
coaching
If you are working with an individual who has recently been moved or promoted into a new
role, you can invite them to set up a representative or floor marker for the person who
occupied the role before them. You can then ask them to put in a representative for the person
before them, the one before them, and so on and so on. Simply standing in front of the
previous role holders gives the current role holder a very different perspective on their task
and the way that they occupy the role.

Finish this exercise by placing a representative in for the purpose the role is designed to
serve. Then explore and discuss how your client can find their place in relationship to the past,
to the purpose and to the future.

When thinking about how the organizing principle of TIME may have been
ignored or violated in a team you are working with, you can invite the
whole team to try this exercise.



TIME: An exercise for use in team coaching
If you work with teams and you are working with a team facing change, or dealing with
communication issues or conflict, then invite them to stand in a circle in order of time – who
joined the organization (or the team if appropriate) first, who next, and so on.

Invite them to do this in silence, trusting their ‘felt sense’ of their true order. Then invite
them to check the accuracy of their ordering with those adjacent to them. After you’ve offered
each the opportunity to speak from their place, you can invite each to look at those who
preceded them and say something that respects this order, like: ‘The work you did before I
joined meant that I could join the system later. Thank you.’

This simple ‘living history’ exercise, built on the organizing principle of TIME, can have a
profound effect on team dynamics. It opens a systemic perspective on a team workshop
whether or not you stay with systems-orientated interventions.

If appropriate you can also then invite the people who have been acknowledged as
belonging for the longest time to look down the line at those who joined recently and say
something like: ‘Everything we’ve learnt by being here for longer we will pass on to you
gladly, so you can use it for the good of the whole system.’

If you use this exercise at the start of a team day and then refine or agree a team purpose,
you can invite the group to resume their ‘standing in the order of joining’ line at the end of the
day. Having written the team purpose on a large piece of paper, place it on the floor and then
invite each, starting with the one who joined first, to stand in a place that has meaning for
them. This acts as a powerful catalyst for a bigger conversation combined with a respect for
this deep, natural hierarchy.

The exercise described above is also very effective when working with
teams or groups that are the product of a merger or acquisition. For teams or
groups that have previously been rivals or have a degree of competition
between them it’s very effective to allow them to stand in two circles,
representing how they were before they came together. This allows each not
only to find their order of TIME within themselves but also to make it
explicit which system was first. Very often in acquisitions (which
themselves are often misnamed as ‘mergers’) the acquired system is
actually the first to exist. When you can let that be seen and acknowledged,



then there is likely to be a great deal more respect and clarity within and
between the systems.

In some cases you may find yourself working with two teams or
divisions within the same company who need to work together more
closely, though not form one team.

~

While developing my skills and experience as a coach I enjoyed working
with a number of executive students attending the London Business School
MBA programmes in London, Dubai and Hong Kong. The understanding
of the importance of TIME proved a useful and illuminating way to bring
working groups together quickly.

The students were randomly placed in groups of six and had to complete
team tasks, supporting each other in complex challenges against tight time
schedules. However, they faced a group with no hierarchy, unspoken
competition, no assigned leader, nobody in charge. While this aspect forms
a key part of the learning, it can also be so alarming to some students that
they struggle to function. In my work as a coach I wanted to work in
alignment with the Business School’s approach but also to experiment with
offering an experience that would allow them to have a natural hierarchy in
mind when working together. My intention was to allow students to have an
embodied experience of ‘who came first’ in a way that settled their
temporary system and resourced them all.

So, I invited the student groups, particularly those that were facing
difficult group dynamics, to stand up in a semi-circle in order of age.
However, they were to do so in silence, without asking each other their date
of birth.

I remember one example of the application of this approach very vividly.
This particular group were not in real contact with each other, with poor eye
contact, no sense of team and a strong feeling of there being a lot of



unspoken tension. Inviting them to remain in silence, I asked them to stand
in a semi-circle according to age, with the person who felt like the eldest
standing at the 12 o’clock position at the table we were gathered around.

They followed the invitation and slowly moved around each other, in
silence, until they settled. It seemed to me and to some others that there had
been a misunderstanding. The student who appeared, visually, to be the
youngest stood at 12 o’clock and the student who certainly appeared to look
the oldest stood in the youngest place, at the other end of the semi-circle.
Not for the last time on my journey with this approach I began to wonder
about system forces and the ability of humans to embody, to feel into and to
trust their ‘felt sense’.

I then invited each student to share their birthday, starting with the person
who was standing in the position of the oldest. As he did so the others
gasped in astonishment. As they took turns to speak, each confirmed that
their intuitive sense of where they belonged in the order of TIME was
exactly right. The person in the youngest position also confirmed that he
was indeed the youngest – aged just 24.

This led to a moving exchange of personal stories, in particular from the
oldest student, who was from a part of Africa where respect for age ran
deep through their family systems, ancestors and culture. The youngest,
who expressed deep relief at ‘finding my place’ and being recognized for
his true place in the order of things, told his story of a traumatic childhood
illness that had left him exhausted and with damaged skin, looking much
older than his years. The exercise and sharing of simple truths settled and
connected the group at a deeper level than any amount of talking or warm-
up exercises.

The rest of that session was one of the most productive, lively and yet
respectful that I was privileged to facilitate. Each person knew their place
and they came together, as a result of making that explicit, into a highly
effective temporary team.



In every case where I tried this approach, the students would sit down
again with a palpable sense of ease and engagement with something more
than simply the course they were studying or the current pressing task. In
each case I saw how it allowed for ‘bigger conversations’ about authority,
hierarchy and leadership. When we respect the natural order of TIME it
provides a safe and resourcing natural hierarchy into which we can lean and
gain strength.



The organizing principle of PLACE
Everyone, and everything, has a right to a different but unique and
respected place in the system:

For a system to thrive, everyone and everything that has belonged
must be given a place. When a right to a place is denied and people
are suddenly or disrespectfully excluded from a system, this creates a
strong dynamic as the system attempts to ‘re-member’ what or who
has been excluded until they and their contribution have been
acknowledged.
Everyone who has had a place in the system needs to be
acknowledged so that they and the system are free to move on and
flourish. What you try to exclude or refuse to acknowledge a place
for, someone will stay loyal to and secretly follow. The simple
awareness of who belongs and who has a right to a place gives the
system freedom to move and to act.
There is a phenomenon often seen in systemic coaching and
constellations called ‘the ejector seat syndrome’, where occupants of
a particular role suffer the same or similar difficulties to the previous
person in that role. The role itself seems to be burdened in some way:

– This occurs when someone has left quickly, in a negative
way, or the real reasons are not explained, or when the
organization doesn’t acknowledge that person’s contribution
to the company.

– Leavers need to be able to vacate the role fully, helping to
ensure that the person who steps into that role has the best
possible chance of success.



If the most senior employee, or even founder, refuses or resists, at an
unspoken level, to fully occupy their place and their own authority,
this causes a difficulty in finding place and authority throughout the
system. Leaders must lead.
Each element, each person and each role has a place in a particular
order depending on the system formation and purpose. It’s possible to
discern which roles are the most important for the vitality and health
of the business system and in what order all roles need to be for each
system. For example, it is often the case that board or executive roles
are seen as equal, but there will be a ‘better’ and ‘worse’ place for
each role to exist in relation to the other roles and in relation to the
rest of the system. This systemic hierarchy is far more powerful and
exerts more force on a system than the hierarchy leaders and
consultants like to think they can impose.
Businesses that try to keep facts secret – the bad year, the industrial
accident that we don’t talk about, the fact that we had to let some
people go a few years back – slow down the system and create a
culture of defensiveness and instability.
Everything has a place. In order to let things go, you must ‘re-
member’ them fully first, acknowledging what they were able to
contribute. Then they are free to leave.



 

All systems will balance out a right to PLACE that has been denied.

Acknowledging the impact of PLACE in
organizational systems
We will do anything to protect our belonging to the system. Belonging is
one of the deepest human needs. We are constantly checking this and asking
ourselves: ‘Am I in, or am I out?’

In family systems when children try to take care of parental problems
there is a sense of confusion and burden. When people try to carry the
burden of another, to take their place for them, they inevitably fail and often



exhaust themselves, and lose their own place, in trying. Similarly, if
someone behaves in an organizational hierarchy as if they were entitled to a
different place, a dynamic is set up and causes conflicts. There are vivid
examples of this through the book in the case studies, and you will see the
dynamic often if you integrate this approach in your work.

Whether working one-to-one or with a team, if you hear of people who
have been ‘fired’ or of difficult events that have been excluded, you can
invite your client to identify representatives for those elements and, using
the processes described in this book, give them a place. This kind of
systemic exercise can have a profoundly aligning effect on an individual,
team or whole company.

They hope it will go away if they don’t talk about it. The problem is there is no such
place as ‘away’. It’s all right here.

Klaus Horn

The following brief exercise is designed to support your client to simply
acknowledge what or who has been denied a place and so can be used when
this issue surfaces in a coaching conversation. It can also be used if you
have a sense that something or someone who has made a contribution is not
being talked of or really acknowledged.



PLACE: An exercise for use in one-to-one
coaching
Simply invite your client to set up a few representatives for the system as it is, for example
divisions or groups of people, products or services. Then invite them to include a
representative for the people or events that have been excluded.

If you are working with a team leader, invite them to set up representatives for every
member of the team as it is now. Then ask them to add in all previous members of the team
and work with each, finding a contribution to acknowledge. Leadership with this more
complete picture of the team in mind is experienced in a different way.

As before, you can also add a representative for the team or organizational purpose. This in
itself acts as a useful agenda-setting exercise with a team leader, as they look at the
relationship between the elements within this system.

Few words are usually required, though if you are working with the most senior individual
in the system, or the one with the most responsibility for what’s excluded, you can make
appropriate systemic interventions as described later in this book.

This brief exercise is one of several system-orientated ones that will
become familiar to you if you decide to include a systems perspective in
your coaching.



The organizing principle of EXCHANGE
A dynamic balance of giving and receiving is required in systems:

In all interactions there needs to be a balance of exchange: between
employers and employees, and between the organization and its
customers and suppliers.
It’s not only about the money. Truly motivating people and meeting
their need for exchange is very rarely about giving them more money.
In fact that can often have the opposite effect.
If people feel they’ve been given too much money they withdraw
some of their personal energy from the company and, like a spoilt
child, they may become troublesome. The one who receives too much
withdraws as they feel unable to repay the debt.
The most valuable thing you can receive at work is to be seen,
recognized for who you are and what you bring, to be acknowledged
and given respectful developmental feedback. Regular, planned and
expertly delivered feedback on performance, combined with
progressive developmental support, is key to getting the balance of
exchange between employer and employee improved.
In this way it’s possible to see that coaching itself can form an
important part of the balance of EXCHANGE in organizational life
and leadership.
Another context in which this organizing principle often becomes
evident is in situations of merger or acquisition. The reason that many
fail is connected to the lack of balancing of who, what and which
organization has given the most. Ambition, greed and artificial
evaluations together with hidden information often cause a violation
of this principle, and the dynamic expresses itself in behaviours and
departures that damage the business.



These unconscious and invisible levels of exchange are very
important in supporting organizational health and allowing the visible
and conscious exchange mechanisms of money, cars and health plans
to take their place and have their useful effect too.

All systems will balance out an imbalance of EXCHANGE.

We all have an internal balancing sense calibrating the level of giving and
receiving in multiple areas of life and work. You can see EXCHANGE at
work in intimate relationships. One of the many insights that the first
generation of systemic facilitators revealed was that, in an intimate
relationship where there is an imbalance of giving and taking, the one who
receives too much eventually feels burdened and wants to leave the system.
To regain their strength and sense of self they may leave to join with
another with whom they can grow and give back, or find other ways of
balancing the level of exchange.

The very first place we sense this fine inner balance of giving and
receiving is when we are young children, within our family system. For
love and life to flow in a family, parents give and children receive. This
dynamic is often slightly out of balance because parents, through their own
wounding or lack of resource, may not be able to offer much more than the
life they have passed on to you. If parents could not access or receive from
their own parents fully, if there was something missing ‘above’ them, then
they may look to get this from their children, ‘below’. The children then
feel sucked into their parents’ lives, so instead of being the safe holding
frame, the parents become the picture. Much entangled helping comes from
this constellation.



In many cases children sense that they haven’t received enough from
their parents and will often spend the rest of their lives looking to address
this imbalance. This, one of the most common sources of addictive
behaviours, can be seen as a movement towards the parents, to receive what
was stalled or interrupted. As if frozen in that reach for more, children grow
into adults who act that ‘reaching out’ in life and work. Other reactions may
be to close and withdraw, along with attempts to break contact with parents
or, equally isolating and painful, become ‘bigger than’ them and forgive
them. To either walk away from or take a superior position in relation to the
source of your life and hope to retain a sense of identity or feel resourced is,
sadly, doomed to failure. Yet many people spend years attempting to find
ways of achieving this need for balance in giving and receiving, in
exchange.

The balance of giving and receiving, so acutely felt in childhood between
parents and children, is finely tuned and each generation of a family system
tries to adjust and balance it. You can spend your life caught in this
imbalance. However, when we can respectfully receive what was available,
the ‘what is’ of what we were given, we can live life more fully.

When working with systems, understanding them is, inevitably, easier if
you begin to understand your own. So we’ll come back to this balance of
exchange in families again at the end of this book and explore how you may
be able to support yourself, adjust the balance and resource yourself, and in
other ways, in other contexts, your clients.



The balance of EXCHANGE is very often most noticeably imbalanced in an organizational
system that is set up to take care of other people. So you will often see the effects of not
attending well to the need for ‘give and take’ in churches, schools, hospitals and other health
care systems, and of course coaching and coaching associations.

If you come from a family system in which there was a difficulty for the parents in giving
you what you needed, you may easily get recruited into an entanglement in which you
become, in subtle ways, ‘bigger’ than your parents and get caught up in trying to help them.
To some extent everybody does this because the blind love of a child will do anything to keep
their parents present and available.

This is especially likely to happen if your parents were not able to receive what they needed
from their parents, their peacock’s tail, and then look to their own children for help. This
entanglement lies behind many people who are drawn towards the ‘helping professions’ and
can manifest in several ways including a difficulty with boundaries and over-helping to the
point of exhaustion.

These kinds of dynamics are something we touch on in the last chapter and also the more
advanced stages of the training journey where they can be more resolved through the somatic
experiential process of a constellation.

For now I want to just share something I read, by someone who was describing their
experience of working within a voluntary system designed to help and inform people. I
thought her description was a particularly potent way of describing what it feels like when
there is an imbalance of EXCHANGE due to an imbalance of rescuing and helping energy.
She described the organizational culture as characterized by ‘factionalism, resentment,
incompetence and victimhood’.

These are indeed the kinds of dynamics that emerge when the balance of EXCHANGE is
not well attended to.

Our inner sense of exchange is vitally important to us. An important point
about EXCHANGE is that an imbalance creates a much deeper bonding
than a balance, which sets people free. And so it is in business and
organizational life, at every level and in each exchange. As above, so below.

All coaches are, by definition, in a second, third or fourth career. The
following exercise can support a deep integration of your past professional
expressions of yourself by allowing you to see what has been given and



what has been received from each of your key experiences. Try this next
exercise on yourself and then, if and when appropriate, with a client.



 



EXCHANGE: An exercise for yourself
Write down the three or four key jobs or careers you’ve had since leaving school. You can
include advanced education if you like and if this feels important. Write each on a small piece
of paper or large Post-it note and fix them to a plain wall, about a half a metre apart, in a line
and at eye level.

Slowly take your place in front of the educational or professional experience that came first.
Stand in front of it, finding just the right distance that embodies what feels like the ‘true
place’, just as it is in your inner picture of the relationship between yourself and this past
experience.

As you stand in front of each in turn, notice what feelings, memories and sensations
emerge. This in itself is good practice for tuning in to your body and standing in relationship
to a representative for something – the basic building block of a constellation.

As you connect with your truth of each experience, begin to experiment with the short
phrases that you will be using at other times as a facilitator. In this exercise use words firstly
to express what is, ‘sentences of truth’, that simply name what’s true for each experience.

Then, when you have acknowledged ‘what is’ start to explore the balance of giving and
taking, the principle of EXCHANGE.

Sentences emerge in the moment, in context and from the visceral sensations of your
experience as you stand in front of each representative marker. Follow your own inner truth.

For example, you may find yourself using sentences like these when acknowledging ‘what
is’:

‘This was very painful for me.’
‘I never felt I belonged fully here.’
‘I loved belonging here.’
‘This was a pleasure, I enjoyed the work and the people.’

And you may find yourself using sentences like these when acknowledging a healthy balance
of EXCHANGE:

‘Thank you. I learnt a lot.’
‘What I learnt here I will keep and use well. Thank you.’
‘I remember you with great affection. Thank you for everything I gained. I will use it

well.’
‘What I gave you, you can keep. What you gave me, I will keep. Thank you.’

Or you may find yourself using sentences like these when acknowledging an imbalance of
EXCHANGE:

‘I stayed too long.’
‘It cost me too much to stay. I had to leave you.’



‘I’ll keep what was useful for me and leave the rest with you.’
‘I gave too much. More than I had energy for.’
‘I learnt something important here. Thank you.’

Use these example sentences as a starting point if you need to. They are simply examples of
the kinds of short form sentences that may emerge as you stand in each place along the line of
your life/work journey. You will create your own; what matters is that they are true for you,
they separate your responsibility from the responsibility of others, acknowledge the balance of
EXCHANGE and support coherence in the system, aligned with the underpinning principles
of systems.

Give yourself time, 20 or 30 minutes, as you work along the line,
integrating each and acknowledging what’s been given and received, what
you can keep that resources you and what you can leave behind with
respect. One of the things you may discover is that while the organizing
force of EXCHANGE is finely balanced, when you can thank the source for
what has been given, you can receive and integrate it more deeply and then
leave it behind more completely.

~

If you’ve done this exercise then you have also had your first experience of
the core building blocks of a constellation. Standing in relationship to
representatives placed in order of TIME; an embodied sense of a
relationship dynamic; movement; words that acknowledge what is; others
that articulate the sense of belonging in each system, the sense of PLACE;
and others that relax the system and allow for integration. And, if you found
yourself bowing your head slightly in thanks or respect as you stood in front
of each element, then you’ve also experienced one of the rituals that allow
for an acknowledgement of EXCHANGE and settle systems.

~

So, hidden forces create hidden dynamics and the dynamics cause visible
symptoms, often through behaviours. The behaviours with this source are



an unconscious attempt to realign with the organizing forces and are
symptoms of a system issue. Symptoms are the system’s way of showing
that something wants to be seen, something is searching for completeness.
The invisible field is being pulled out of alignment and people say that ‘the
culture is changing around here’.

When there is tension or conflict at a senior level it’s often because the
natural system hierarchy or need for acknowledgement has not been seen or
given a place. Working with system mapping, systemic coaching and
constellations, it’s possible to identify hidden dynamics that are limiting the
flow of leadership and commercial success through the system, as well as
find resources and the ‘best place’ for each role, function, team and person.

Naturally it’s important not to use knowledge of these natural ordering
forces in a critical manner or to give a client an impression that they have
somehow got something ‘wrong’. It is not that people act out of alignment
with the organizing principles wilfully, but rather because of deep and
unconscious loyalties and lack of knowledge. Part of the job of a systemic
coach is to share these underpinning principles so they are inhabited within
the organizational systems we work with. Sharing the principles gives
leaders an easy but profoundly useful additional understanding that informs
their inner stance and actions.

Until you are willing to be confused about what you already know, what you know will
never grow bigger, better, or more useful.

Milton Erickson



The organizing principles in action
The organizing forces are the key drivers of healthy systems, and starting to
identify when they are in play and when they are being ignored or violated
will lead you and your clients to many insights and understandings. As you
develop your stance you will soon discover that they ‘show up’ as you
begin to work with clients and you will discover that you ‘know’ them as
they become relevant.

I remember the first time I facilitated using these principles and practices
with a team: four leaders who were also the co-founders of the business. In
a small workshop I tentatively explored the origins of their system – asking
each in turn to stand, in order of date of joining, along an invisible timeline
on the floor. It soon became clear that the person who was leading the
business, the person with the title CEO, was in fact following the energy of
another person in the group, the person who had created the original
momentum for starting.

She quietly shared that she had been feeling set aside and was losing her
energy and motivation. I facilitated a very small intervention, simply
inviting the CEO role-holder to acknowledge the other for their primacy. He
said, ‘In fact it was you who started this, your energy started this. Thank
you.’ This brought significant relief to them both and also to the other two,
who, at this stage, were just observing. You could feel the system settle
around this simple principle of TIME, of precedence and priority.

A little later I asked the third founder to stand in a place that made sense
at the visceral level. He did, but struggled to find or settle in one place.
Inviting the next, the fourth and final founder, to join, it very soon emerged
that there had been a fifth member in their original group. Expressing this
simple fact, ‘forgotten’ in all our previous discussions, allowed a bigger
conversation around the principle of PLACE. Some frustration and anger



was expressed at the contribution the fifth founder had made – there was an
imbalance of EXCHANGE – however, the acknowledgement of this also
settled them.

What became clear was that the third founder had stepped into a system
‘ejector seat’. In other words, he was experiencing the negative feelings of
isolation and therefore difficulty in performing that the fifth founder had not
been allowed to express, and so had left in the system when departing.

I worked with the remaining founders to include the contribution the
other founder had made. This included an acknowledgement of his
powerfully effective contribution to the start-up phase. I offered them
sentences of acknowledgement along these lines: ‘Thank you for what you
were able to contribute at the start. It made a difference and was useful.’
They said these and other phrases willingly as they turned to face a chair we
had placed in amongst them, a chair that identified the place of the fifth
founder. After this, the man trying to occupy his role felt refreshed,
realigned and much more able to make a valued and valuable contribution.
He was now able to find his place in the exercise and later the organization,
which he had been thinking privately of leaving.

We concluded the exercise with the four remaining founders standing in
an arc, facing a flip chart that represented their customer base. Each
individual found their place in alignment with the principles though I didn’t
on this occasion share them explicitly, they were simply my own reference
point for the intervention.

Only weeks later, they found a healthy way of resolving the imbalance of
exchange with the founder who had left, thanking him for what he had
contributed. They still remain in easy contact with him and have been able
to find occasional projects on which to collaborate, as well as others on
which they compete. As a result of their integrity, professionalism and sheer
hard work, and galvanized by the fresh energy this constellation surfaced in
them, these four founders went on to become one of the most successful



businesses in their sector and thrive today around the world. Their focus on
the organizational system health that emerges when the leadership are
aligned with the principles of systems remains with and in them.

~

This serves as a useful and I hope encouraging example of how all three
ordering forces or organizing principles can surface in a simple
constellation, and how much can be achieved with relatively little
knowledge held within a respectful systems-orientated stance and
framework.

In this example the order of joining, acknowledging the organizing
principle of TIME, was important. So was the balance of EXCHANGE
between the founders: who had given what, and when. And thirdly PLACE:
the impact of excluding somebody who had made a vital contribution in the
system and the importance of a certain order, a certain place, within the
system.



Organizational health
The concept of organizational health has interested me for a long time, at
first as a semi-conscious search for an authentic framework that went
beyond empty talk of ‘behaviours in alignment with our values’, values
often dictated by senior management. When I came across this approach to
systems I started to get a sense of potential for something more, something
deeper than shared understandings of somebody else’s values, something
beyond the development of individual emotional intelligence and leadership
development, something that could perhaps lead to whole-system health
and coherence.

With a systems perspective and understanding, it becomes clear where
some of the complex dynamics that emerge in organizational and business
systems come from. Systemic constellations, systemic consulting and
systemic coaching have a role to play in clarifying, illuminating and
resolving these invisible dynamics. They allow a different, broader
landscape to be seen and worked with. They enlarge the problem context
and allow new sources of resource and resolution into the field of view.

Let’s take a minute to step back from coaching and constellating and look
at this broader picture of organizational health.

Unfortunately, given the linear thinking that predominates in most organizations,
interventions usually focus on symptomatic quick fixes, not underlying causes. This
results in only temporary relief and it tends to create still more pressures later on for
further, low-leverage interventions.

Peter Senge

An organization is a body of people with a shared intention who are
working together to create something that is greater than that which would
be possible alone. An organization really is an attempt to create a whole that
is quite literally greater than the sum of the parts. It’s a system. It can be for



commercial ends or not-for-profit – the dynamics that arise are common to
all human systems, whether in the public or private sector.

Some organizations have many thousands of employees. A few –
technology companies, national health systems and some international
retailers for example – have over a million employees in one vast
interconnected system. These are huge and complex systems of men and
women. And each interacts with many other systems – overlapping and
interacting with contractor systems, suppliers and of course customers.

In addition there are many hundreds of thousands of businesses that are
smaller than 10 people – and many of them are very successful and
profitable. Increasingly, these small systems, led by visionary
entrepreneurs, are growing and competing with very large systems. They
often become large systems themselves. But size doesn’t matter; the
dynamics can occur between two people or between 200,000.

When people leave an organizational system ‘under a cloud’, when their
contribution to the organization and the length of time they made that
contribution for is not fully recognized and acknowledged, it has a long-
term effect on the people that remain. When people leave in a difficult way
or when the truth about their leaving is hidden, they are ‘remembered’ in a
particular way – a way that entangles those that remain in the system. One
of the great myths in business and certain kinds of leadership is that you can
simply remove people from a system and then forget about them. Time and
again we see how that has exactly the opposite effect to what we imagine or
hope it may have.

A system is not the sum of the parts but a product of their interactions.

Russ Ackoff

On the other hand, individuals often join a business with an inner sense of
superiority due to their long experience, their expertise or the way they
were recruited into the job. People who arrive with only a sense of their
own worth and what they can give to the system, will often be experienced



by those they are trying to lead as disrespectful and self-serving. These are
often very experienced and talented people. They rarely intend to cause a
disturbance in the system – after all, they left somewhere else to join and
want to apply their experience and expertise. But if they have inadvertently
arrived in a role without inwardly holding a sense of respect for those who
have worked in and contributed to this system before them, including the
previous role-holder, they will struggle to gain the respect of those they
expect to follow them.

These brief examples of systemic forces at work shine a different light on
organizational life, developmental and team coaching, and organizational
consulting. Many businesses lose their competitive advantage or suffer
crippling inertia because of these hidden dynamics working through the
system.

In a healthy relationship system everyone who has contributed is acknowledged and the
history of the system is spoken about, including all the difficulties. Everything has a place.
Roles are created in conscious connection with the purpose of the whole system. There is a
balance between what each individual and team gives and what they receive. Everyone feels
safe and able to relax into their own authority and apply it, willingly, for the good of the
system.

Organizational system health can be felt at an individual, team and whole
company level. It’s tangible. Leaders feel empowered, respected and useful.
Each person in the organization knows that they are occupying a respected
role that has its place, a secure and trusted place, in the system.

In a system with high levels of organizational health, staff turnover is low
and motivation is high. There are no secrets, no shame about difficult events
in the past, and nobody who has made a contribution to the system is
forgotten or excluded. People want to stay and make a full contribution



because they know that they’re doing something that will be valued and
have an impact as part of a whole – a whole that can achieve things that are
more than the sum of its parts.

The part can never be well unless the whole is well.

Plato

But when health is absent, so are the people. Individuals who are unsure of
their place, their role or their level of responsibility in the system cannot be
fully present and so don’t bring their talents and experience fully to the
business. They withhold something, unconsciously resisting a fuller
contribution. Trust, loyalty and motivation are missing or unreliable.

When individuals and teams find themselves entangled with system
dynamics they get drawn towards behaviours, attitudes and levels of
performance that complicate things for them and the business around them.
Individuals represent the stance and opinions of what’s missing or has been
excluded. Rivalries and recurring patterns that appear to be beyond change
emerge. Energy and motivation are inconsistent; insecurity and shame
surface. There is distrust and conflict, and people experience high levels of
stress. The system may grow but it becomes more difficult to work in and
more people experience difficulty in their role.

Systems operate through self-righting mechanisms that many leaders and
followers are unaware of. But they experience the impact of ignoring or
violating these immutable and timeless principles, as the system will
sacrifice members in order to achieve coherence and completeness.

If organizational systems are to become more healthy, if organizational
design, learning and development, coaching and HR are to be more
effective, then leaders and those who work alongside them will need to
understand and embrace another way of looking at organizations. Not only
are we seeing the end of the lone-hero leader but also perhaps a change in
the focus of coaching that unwittingly supports an individual, non-systemic
view. This shift is beginning to happen, slowly, in some industries in some



locations. But much of the orientation is still towards the individual and the
individual approach; the leader as hero. That approach makes the
presumption that one person or team believes they could be ‘powerful’
enough to change the system. This is where systemic coaching, coaching
with the whole system in mind, can add a fresh perspective and real value.
It does this by supporting leaders to find and exert a leadership approach
that respects the higher authority of the system. This in itself requires an
understanding of systems and a certain humility in coach and coachee.

Our traditional view of leaders – as special people who set the direction, make the key
decisions and energize the troops – is deeply rooted in an individualistic and
nonsystemic worldview. So long as such myths prevail, they reinforce a focus on short-
term events and charismatic heroes rather than on systemic forces and collective
learning.

Peter Senge



Systemic leadership
It can be useful to think about leadership as a role that is serving a natural
system over which the leader has very little control. When leaders see their
function as one of service they have begun to reframe the concept of
leadership. The idea of servant leadership is not new but, like other
elements of this approach, the differences here are subtle yet important.
Systemic leadership needs to be alert to the energies across the whole
system, working in service of the purpose and coherence of the whole
system, rather than focusing purely on the people.

They say that change won’t happen unless it’s driven by and supported from the top. In fact,
change won’t happen if the system doesn’t require it for its own health or survival.

The behaviours of the individuals and teams are signposts for what is really
going on at the level of the system, the level of the organizing forces.
Attempts by leaders to ignore or change the ordering forces of systems
quickly manifests as inertia, complex leadership challenges, difficulty with
the hierarchy, repeating patterns or a feeling of ‘stuckness’. Leaders and
teams often imagine, for example, that simply having a clear purpose,
intention, goal or mission will be enough. However, the system may resist
because the purpose or the human dynamics around it are not aligned with
the systemic organizing forces.



One of the reasons there are so many different models, theories and ideas about leadership is
that it becomes very complicated if you approach it entirely at the level of the individual or
team.

Leaders often believe that if only they can develop sufficient self-awareness
to access their natural strengths, work on their blindspots and self-manage,
they may be able to surmount any challenge the organization throws at
them. The systemic dynamics remain unaffected by all of this human effort.
It’s too much for one person, one way of leading or one model to handle. A
systemic perspective, where the unseen psychological and energetic ties are
revealed, illuminates an alternative approach that can liberate energy and
fresh clarity across complex organizational systems large and small.

~

Knowledge of the ordering forces in systems allows you to develop
hypotheses about possible system dynamics. You may or may not then
move on to sharing your hypothesis with your client, depending on the
context. This aspect will become clearer as you develop your own practice.
One of the ways of sharing the underpinning principles is of course to invite
your client to set up a map of the system issue; to map what is. That in turn
can lead into a constellation.

The gift of the constellation is that it will often show the client where
they or others are acting out of alignment with the organizing principles. It
also goes further by showing how the system can be realigned and brought
back into balance.
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The time is now
The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a
faithful servant. We have created a society that honours the
servant and has forgotten the gift.
Albert Einstein



When to apply this approach
In order to know when a systemic intervention may be appropriate, it is
important to develop the capacity to tune in to information coming from the
system. There are subtle signals that gradually become clear the more
attuned you become at listening for them. Even if you don’t move into a
systemic intervention – a constellation – you will develop your ear for the
kind of information that emerges, and what it may mean in the context of
your client’s developmental journey.

In a constellation workshop setting, the facilitator has an opportunity to
‘interview’ the client or ‘issue holder’ before doing any work. The client
has travelled especially to a workshop to look at issues through this
particular lens. They will have read about constellations and prepared
themselves for a day focused around this way of working.

In executive or team coaching on the other hand, you’re working with
clients who, even though they may have worked with you before and know
a little about your systemic orientation, will not be expecting to do a
constellation every time they work with you. Nor should they:
constellations are not an intervention to use with such high frequency or for
every challenging coaching situation. They will, however, talk, and after a
while you will hear the system flags, the messages coming up from the
system, and know when it’s time to act.

There are many potential applications of constellations that come from
the system-aware coaching stance and understanding of the ordering forces.
The following summary is designed to provide an introductory overview of
the contexts in which the principles and practices can be usefully applied:

When there is a need to illuminate or clarify the coaching agenda.
When as a coach you sense that one of the natural ordering forces of
systems has been neglected or ignored.



When there is something stuck or the same problem or issue keeps
reocurring.
When you sense that there is too much talking, too many words, that
rational analysis is not getting to the issue and/or that the client or
team are stuck ‘in their heads’.
When there is something hidden, secret or taboo and you are given
permission to look.
When there is recurring conflict in the relationships with or around
the client.
When a skilled and experienced person cannot fully occupy their role
authority.
When as a coach you have a sense that there is something unspoken
in your client’s system that is affecting their ability to be present or to
perform; something that is distracting them and drawing their energy
away.

All systems seek coherence. Inertia, challenging group dynamics, unwelcome behaviours,
‘politics’ and difficult emotions in systems can be seen as messages that something is out of
alignment and the system is attempting to re-establish coherence.

When the symptom is very clear but the cause is not.
When there is a lack of energy or focus.
When there is a shock or trauma in the system.
When individuals describe or interpret the same event differently.
When there is conflict and the source is uncertain or doesn’t appear to
make sense.
When your preferred model or intervention doesn’t seem to apply or
the benefits don’t endure.



When you need to support your client to get in touch with and align
their resources.
When you hear of frequent miscommunication.
When your client needs to say something to another in their system
but requires support to find their voice and speak their truth.
When the client is holding or expressing something difficult on behalf
of the system and needs acknowledgement or release.
When the client is attached to their own story and version of events
and a wider perspective may be a useful step towards resolution.
When your client is using words that include strong judgements on
another person within the system.
When there is a requirement to guide choices between options but
there is uncertainty, ambivalence or ambiguity.
When you hear of apathy, ambivalence or resistance in a system.
When you hear of conversations going round and round, and which
keep going back to the start even though a resolution has been offered
and named.
When people are defending each other as if against an invisible
enemy.
When there are rebels and ‘black sheep’.
When there are high emotions in response to rational statements.
When people say one thing and do another.
When there are conspiracy theories.
When there is a lack of respect in the team or organizational culture.



Messages from the system
The indicators of an issue for which a systemic perspective may be useful
are the same whether you are only going into the initial mapping stage or
into a full constellation. So, when you hear an issue that sounds muddled,
mysterious or stuck, for example, it may be appropriate to open it up and
offer your client the opportunity to explore it in a fresh way. Examples of
the kind of language that might make you wonder if a map of the system
may be a useful framework to introduce could include some of the
following.

Muddled or unclear issues
Issues that are influenced by some hidden system dynamics are often those
that are hard to articulate. You may hear, for example, things like this:

‘I’m not sure how to put this into words really, it’s confusing...’
‘I can’t get this issue out of my mind and it leaves me feeling very

muddled... I feel in a bit of a mist...’

Your client may simply be unable to find the words, may use their hands a
lot to create their own spatial maps, or, after saying that they are struggling
with something, then remain silent.

Lots of detail and/or a long story
When you hear a long or highly detailed account, sometimes along with
judgements, beliefs or expectations, or when it seems to you that the
coachee is becoming more attached to their version of their story and is
likely to be getting lost in the detail, then this is often a suitable time to
offer a different way of working. Clients are always relieved when the



coach has the courage to step into the middle of their story and ask
respectfully if a different perspective may be of interest.

These are good examples of messages from the system, system flags, and
there are several ways of identifying them and bringing them into your own
and then the client’s awareness.

Other ‘system flags’
As you become more and more familiar with the underpinning principles
and ordering forces that operate in systems, you may begin to ‘translate’
what your client is saying into possible other system meanings. On other
occasions you will hear clients start to use language that is a direct
expression of the system. Examples of both follow:

‘We’ve looked at this several times before and just can’t seem to fix
it.’ (Is there a hidden dynamic in the system that lies beyond the
influence of the individual and/or the team?)

‘I can’t seem to get this sorted in my head. I just can’t see my way out
of this.’ (Are they looking for their place in or with a system issue?)

‘There is something holding me back on this issue.’ (Is this about a
hidden loyalty, an entanglement or another dynamic in the system
that is beyond visibility?)

‘My team have been working at the company for years and I’m
struggling to persuade them to change their production methods.’ (Is
the order of time – as expressed in length of service – being
acknowledged in this system, by this client?)

‘Sometimes I think about leaving... but I don’t really want to. Do I stay
or leave?’ (What might be pulling them out of the system, what or
who might they be being loyal to, or what force might be trying to
eject them?)



Often you may hear direct references to systemic issues as asides at the end
of another comment or at the point when the client is tailing off. For
example, you may hear something like: ‘Yes, it’s all a bit stuck here...’ or
‘Yes... but the last chief executive left nearly two years ago, so it can’t be
anything to do with him.’ That’s a common example of a clear and by now
familiar system issue.

You will also start to hear the more obvious mentions of relationship
systems as opportunities to offer an orientated coaching conversation or
intervention. For example: ‘We aren’t close to the strategy in this team...’ or
even as clear as: ‘I can’t seem to find my place with this…’.

Constellations are interventions that emerge from a growing system
awareness in the coach and so are used when there is a need to include a
wider field of information, to open up to the collective intelligence in a
system and go beyond the individual in search of fresh information, insights
and resolution.



Benefits and settings
Another way of thinking about the right time to apply this approach is to
consider the benefits offered in a number of different settings.

Agenda setting
Supporting your coaching client to set an agenda of depth and breadth that
reaches beyond the individual and leads to a transformational coaching
journey:

Mapping can help surface and set a powerful coaching agenda. This
energizes clients as it clarifies and simplifies complexity and
connects them to their most pressing concerns and developmental
needs.
When setting or refreshing the coaching agenda, the first part of the
constellation process, mapping, allows coach and coachee to see the
individual challenges in the context of the wider system but will also
often start to surface some of the information held in the field of that
system. This enriches the coaching agenda and process. It’s also a
very effective way of getting familiar with the building blocks of
constellations.

Diagnosing
Supporting your client to diagnose an issue and the source of resistance to
change or growth:

When your client is struggling to find the words to describe a
situation or challenging relationship dynamic, a constellation may
help to reveal the hidden information and dynamics.



Constellations can quickly identify deep or hidden issues and so
provide a powerful diagnostic in individuals, teams and whole
businesses at a refreshing pace. This energizes coaches and clients
alike, as it bypasses the story, focuses on facts and gets to the heart of
the issue quickly, creating insight, energy and motivation for action
without blame or judgement.

Placemaking
Supporting your client to find their place in the system:

Giving everything in the system a place will be useful when you
sense that someone or something may have been excluded and needs
to be remembered. The system settles and the coachee works with a
systems perspective.
A constellation is an effective way of supporting people to find their
‘right place’ in a system – an abstract quality that is often only ‘felt’.
Because constellations involve an embodied experience of right
place, they offer a uniquely powerful way of internalizing this ‘felt
sense’ of place.

Acknowledging
Supporting your client to face into what is, in their system and in them:

In organizational life there is often a lack of respect for what is. A
constellation will help individuals and teams to see what is in the
whole system and face into that. Standing in the whole, in the truth of
what’s revealed, and then finding a better relationship to the elements
allows an inner shift to emerge naturally, which leads to a clear and
enduring resolution.



Constellations and the language of systemic coaching are designed to
support leaders to face into their own truths too – their strengths and
limitations, their responsibilities, their hidden loyalties and
entanglements. This degree of authenticity and coherence releases
fresh energy for change and progress.

Relating
Supporting your client to ease challenging relationships:

If your client is experiencing challenging relationship issues that
seem beyond their understanding or resolution, a constellation
provides a way of surfacing the hidden dynamics and entanglements
that may be at the source of the issue.
The language and methods of this approach have the potential to
respectfully facilitate change in relationships that seem beyond
redemption.

Communicating
Supporting your client to have ‘difficult conversations’:

When your client needs to say something that may be difficult to hear
and needs support to find their respectful stance and voice, a
constellation can help them ground their dialogue in a way that will
be heard.
Because constellations create living maps of systems and reveal the
true relational model, they offer coaches and clients a cut-through and
a new way of looking at old or apparently intractable communication
patterns.

Leaving and joining



Supporting your client to leave and join systems:

When your client is leaving one system and joining another, a
constellation can help them to internalize what has been received
from the first and what can be offered to the second.
The way that people join and leave systems is key to enduring
organizational health. The systemic perspective, systemic coaching
and constellations can support clarity and a respectful balance of
exchange.

Resourcing
Supporting your client to find personal and professional resources within
the system:

When your client needs additional resources but the source or nature
of the resources isn’t clear, a constellation can show the location of
existing resources available within the system.
Sometimes the wider system needs resourcing and this approach
offers ways of supporting that process, bringing renewed clarity and
vitality to the flow of leadership and organizational health.

Developing
Supporting your client in their personal, professional or leadership
development:

Systemic coaching, mapping and constellations are not only useful
when illuminating challenges to do with relationships, team dynamics
and the wider organizational system. They have a powerful
application in professional development, as they offer a fresh way of
looking at the deeper motivations and blocks to development.



The difference between talking about leadership, feedback,
developmental goals and behaviour changes and mapping them,
illuminating the hidden blocks and resources within the unconscious
relationship system in which they exist, is often significant. Systemic
coaching and constellations provide a way of supporting deep
developmental movement and change in the context of the wider
system in which the client belongs.

Resolving
Supporting your client to become free of limiting dynamics:

When your client is stuck or there is inertia in their system, a
constellation can show unexpected routes to release and movement.
When an individual or team expresses ambivalence or resistance to
change in an individual or at team level, a constellation can provide
clarity and energy for resolution.

Constellations also allow the coach and coachee to carefully experiment
and test alternative solutions to issues and see the effect of alternatives. The
approach is also useful where personal or family system issues overlap with
organizational systems, as it can help to reveal and resolve entanglements
and separate systems that have become confused.



Contraindications
It is also worth noting when systemic coaching and constellations may not
be the appropriate route to follow. These situations include:

Where a fixed and agreed outcome is required and there are no
options needed or blocks to completion.
Detailed action planning aligned to a schedule.
When exploring relationship dynamics in a system that the client is
not involved in and so does not have permission to explore.
When your client doesn’t think that a systems perspective or
intervention is going to be useful because they believe their influence
as an individual is greater than that of the system.



Constellation time
Since the early 2000s, coaches and organizational consultants have been
using systemic coaching and constellations in large and small businesses to
help establish flow and vitality in leadership and organizational life. There
is now a growing body of work to look back on – experiences gained from
multiple constellations in groups and one-to-one settings. The benefits are
self-evident across the many contexts and systems in which they are applied
and offer something more in addition to the clarity, insight and resolution.

Because the approach is inherently inclusive and can be applied alongside and integrated with
other ways of working, it creates a spaciousness and ease of use. This settles something in
client and coach, as everything is included, seen and acknowledged as it is. Everything has a
place.

The focus on ‘seeing the whole’ and ‘acknowledging what is’ generates
high levels of trust and safety. Coaches and clients often report how easy it
feels to start working in this way, because systemic mapping – the first
stage of every constellation – can be done with relatively little knowledge
or experience and yet reveals previously unseen connections and new
insights. This creates a sense of confidence in the coach and allows their
learning in this approach to develop. Because mapping and full
constellations can be used in any part of a coaching programme to identify
hidden blocks, find hidden resources and move towards resolutions, this
makes them feel accessible and applicable in executive and team coaching
situations.

You will also find that, once you begin to work with this methodology,
something odd seems to happen to time. It seems to both stand still and



move rapidly forward at the same time. That is to say that the work may
appear, to an observer, to be moving very slowly, with long silences and
nothing much appearing to happen. On the other hand, for the client, they
are often in a deep level of contact with something that talking can rarely
reach. They are in touch with something timeless – the underlying forces in
systems that hide below the surface of the symptoms, challenge or
resistance.

It’s this distortion of time, in a particular way, that allows you to work so
fast and so deep at the same time, illuminating, clarifying and resolving
issues and questions that had previously seemed perhaps beyond reach,
beyond resolution. This sense of timeless contact with something essential
is another benefit often cited by coaches who use this approach.

Leadership, team and organizational development is a huge field and is subject to a continuous
stream of new ideas and developments.

One of the reasons that systemic work of this nature is taking hold is that it offers access to
a kind of timeless wisdom about human relationship systems that many interventions are not
designed to reach.

Add to that the move towards society held in increasingly left/right, good/bad social and
political frames, and the time for systemic coaching and systemic interventions is now.



PART THREE



Practices
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Map making
Maps are one of the oldest forms of human communication. Map-
making pre-dates written language.
Okada



Getting started
Most coaches, even those who spend most of their time working with
groups and teams, seem to find that learning and practising through one-to-
one application is a useful context in which to understand and develop skills
in using this approach. A few find it easier to start working in a workshop
environment, though that’s less common because the facilitator’s role is so
different from most other kinds of group facilitation. This book addresses
both applications but takes as its starting point the application in one-to-one
coaching.

Mapping, the first phase of a constellation, can be done without a
comprehensive knowledge or long experience of constellations. When it is
done within appropriate boundaries and the limits of the facilitator’s
experience, mapping can be a profoundly helpful stand-alone intervention
in and of itself. You can work in a way that feels safe for you and the client
by ‘mapping what is’ and agreeing to have a look at it and then stop, either
by naming that this is all you are offering – to take an initial look – or by
agreeing a time limit. This kind of clear boundary-making is often a
releasing experience for the client, allowing them to feel safe enough to
take a fresh look at a challenging issue in the knowledge of the limits
you’ve agreed.



Getting permission to work
When you feel that you may be dealing with an issue that could benefit
from a systems perspective and intervention, you can ask permission to
look at it in a fresh way. This is more about inviting your client to look at
their issue or question ‘in a different way’ than naming ‘systemic
constellations’ or anything to do with you or this work. In fact, by not
naming ‘a constellation’ you create a space of expectation and the client is
taken to a heightened level of enquiry with their issue. In just a few words
you have invited them to move into a new way of looking at old or
apparently intractable issues.

For example, when your client is facing into a challenging or very stuck
issue, you could simply say something like: ‘I can hear that you are really
struggling to find resolution with this – would you like to look at it in a
different way?’ or ‘How would it be for you if we looked at this in rather a
different way, a way that relies less on words and more on relationship
patterns?’ or ‘What would it be like to explore your inner picture of this and
take a look at it in a fresh way?’

Very often the client will agree to look in a new way and then hand the
next step back to you. Occasionally they will tell you how many different
ways they’ve already looked at it and explain why it’s not possible to
resolve. Again, you can offer to look at it in a different way, adding that you
are inviting them to come out of their heads and into another way of
knowing about things that they may not have explored before.

There is one other aspect of getting permission to work that’s important
in this approach to system health. That is, does the person you are working
with have permission to access the system? The permission we are talking
about here is the role and responsibility to action anything after the
constellation. If the client doesn’t have that role and responsibility then



there is a chance that they are just looking out of curiosity, or out of
frustration with the one who does. In those circumstances it will be more
valuable to offer a constellation that illuminates and clarifies their
relationship with the boss, rather than trying to do the boss’s work.

One way of checking for permission, apart from your own sensing into
the question, is to ask your client to take a moment to ‘go inside’ and reflect
on whether they have the permission to explore this issue. Not only does
that refine their sensitivity to somatic information and system dynamics, but
it also usually creates a deeper contact with the real issue and clarity about
permission levels. This generates respect and a deeper level of work usually
follows.



Moving into the first stage
This first stage, mapping, provides a relatively easy way into constellations
for the client, but also for a coach who is at the early stages of learning
about systems and needs to work within their own learning boundaries.
Limiting the scope of your work with your client helps to make the opening
up of the client’s reference system safe enough for you both to step into the
system and step out again before too long.

The mapping process is broken down into the ‘interview’, the ‘mapping’
itself and the ‘closure’ stage, though in practice the flow from one to
another is seamless. The first stage, the ‘interview’, may simply be
experienced by your client as no different to any other questions you may
ask, but you are feeling your way – and inviting your client to join you –
into a broader, system-wide perspective of their issue; into a different way
of ‘knowing’.

The ‘interview’
In this part of the process, when you are at the early stages of your learning
journey, simply ask three questions:

1. What is the issue, in just a few words?
This helps people to get free of the stories, the judgements and the
attachments. By asking for the issue in ‘just a few words’, you emphasize
that you are keen to get to the heart of it. You also create a level of
permission to ask your client to reduce the amount of words they are using
if you feel that they are reattaching to a familiar story.

The next question moves you and the client into a more solution-orientated
space where the answer lies waiting – and will be briefly embodied in your



client (ie breathing out, sitting up and so on) as they describe the picture of
resolution.

2. What would be different, for you, if this issue was
more resolved?
The answer to this question will often contain the word ‘feel’, as in: ‘I’d
feel much more able to do my work’, ‘I’d feel free and energized’ or ‘I’d
feel clear and strong and safe in my role’. So you can modify the question
to include that, for example: ‘How would you feel if this issue was
resolved?’

The purpose of this question is to agree a destination, not the journey. It
provides an anchor to return to and to test the usefulness of the constellation
at the end. By this stage the client has already created an inviting glimpse, a
taste of the resolution, and is invested in finding a path towards it. But
unlike in many coaching approaches, you are not about to set a goal or
visualize a path to that resolution. You are going to do something else,
something that simply starts with an acknowledgement of what is.

3. If we were to create a map of this issue, what
would be the most resonant elements to include?
This is an invitation to list out the key elements (very often people) that are
connected into the client’s issue. You can invite them to start with
themselves, ie ‘So there’s you… and who or what else?’. Or you can invite
them to list the three or four most important elements or people around the
issue. They may say something like, ‘Well, there’s my boss, the team
objective and our main customer.’ A mix of specific people and abstracts
like ‘purpose’ is common and allows them to set up a useful relational map
between the elements. In any case, you can now invite them to include
themselves and notice the impact of that as it can often be part of the



information in itself. Once you have agreed the most important elements –
ideally no more than three or four, as you can add more later if needed –
you are ready to begin mapping.

The ‘mapping’
In order to set up a map that’s going to be useful and allow an exploration
of the system, you will first need to set the boundary. Setting the boundary
and selecting an object to represent the client or their issue can be achieved
together. Start by simply saying something like this: ‘How would it be if
this tabletop represents the whole company and this sheet of paper is the
leadership team… ?’

Next, check for the client’s own sense of meaning, relative size, position
and so on. Continue your facilitation with something like this: ‘Now pick
up the representative for yourself and find the place in this map that feels
true to your inner sense of what this is like for you… a place that embodies
your inner picture of your place in this map. Just as it is, without wishing it
to be different or better.’ Note that if your client struggles to find their place
within the system boundary – also information in itself – you can invite
them to set up the first two representatives, in relation to each other, at the
same time. For example, ‘self’ and ‘team purpose’.

This simple invitation often creates a powerfully effective system map
very quickly, and already the client is feeling their way into the core of their
issue, their experience, their truth. The two things to highlight for a client
who may be new to this way of working are direction and distance.

For direction you will need to help them indicate which way the attention
is drawn in each object. With all of the available constellation stones,
blocks and ‘chips’ (see photos and Appendix), a direction of attention is
indicated by a notch or point. If you are using Post-its or objects like bottles
of water, cups and other ‘found objects’, ensure that you are both clear
about the directional aspect. Handles on cups or arrows on Post-its, for



example, provide a very effective way of indicating the direction of
attention.

As for distance, you can guide your client in this aspect like this: ‘Just
notice as you place each object how close or far away they are from each
other. Just notice that, without wishing it to be any different.’

As long as direction of attention and distance are attended to, the client
will be dropping down into a deeper level of contact with their issue once
they set up their first image. It’s often useful to check with the client for the
details by asking: ‘So, in this spatial relationship map it appears that you’re
looking directly at the finance director; is that right?’ or when they appear
to be looking beyond the adjacent representative object: ‘Does this indicate
that your attention is drawn out to something else?’

Think of yourself as a facilitator/coach, not just ‘a coach’. This methodology requires you to
do something else as well as coach; in fact, it requires you to hold back on occasions from
coaching.

As a general rule of thumb, it’s almost always best to start small. For
example, start with simply the client and their place in the system in
relationship to just one other element. If someone is talking about a team,
try to encourage them, at this stage at least, to select one object to represent
the whole team. This keeps things focused and helps both the coach and
client to stay at the central point of contact with the issue or question. You
can get more granular later.

At any stage you can check that the coachee has created something that
feels true for them by asking: ‘Do you recognize this?’ That question
usually elicits a positive response but also some more information. You can
also check for more like this: ‘OK, and is there anything else that’s



important here? Anyone or anything else that needs to be included at this
stage?’

Articulating one of the core principles of this work – that everything has
a place – in this way is often the point at which somebody or something that
has been excluded by the client or the wider reference system emerges: ‘Oh
yes, I’ve just remembered, there was a…’.

This way of working goes well when you take it slowly. The whole of the
sequence above, for example, may take anywhere between 5 and 30
minutes, with all the reflection, new information, adjustments and insights
that occur naturally when the map appears.

Very often mapping doesn’t need to go too much further than this. This
stage is often enough to reveal fresh perspectives and insights, along with a
range of new information for processing and exploration in the coaching
relationship and process. As this is just an initial mapping exercise, it’s
important that you feel able to bring it to a close, to ensure that the
observations and insights are captured and that it doesn’t go into areas that
you and/or the client are not yet ready to work with. However, more often
than not you will find yourself coaching from this new perspective and
moving back into your usual or preferred way of working, with this new
information informing a fresh path forward. It’s not so much an end as a
start.

The ‘closure’
A good way to bring this first part, this initial mapping, to an end (or at
least a pause) is simply to ask: ‘So, what fresh information or insights have
you gained from looking at the issue like this?’ Another thing you can do
here is to suggest that your client stands up and walks slowly around the
table that you have been working on to get different perspectives on their
own map. Then you could simply ask: ‘What do you notice as you look at
this?’



You can also give the boundaries their place and name them. For
example: ‘We agreed that we’d just look at this rather than go any deeper
[or ‘We agreed we’d spend just 10 minutes of our time on this aspect’] so is
it OK if we draw this to a close for now and spend a little time reflecting on
what you’ve already got from this…?’

In these ways you can move back into a ‘head space’. The client can start
to make rational sense of the map they have just created and you can help
them process this. This ‘sense-making’ is an important aspect to include,
especially when working with clients who may not be so familiar with
illuminating their inner picture of a relationship system or trusting their ‘felt
sense’ of their issue.

This kind of approach to mapping ‘what is’ often creates a very much
more focused and lively coaching agenda than if the client had simply told
you the ‘story’. This makes it a useful thing to do early on in the coaching
process and relationship.

On occasion the client may experience real difficulty coming out of the
mapping, because they are already in touch with the deeper forces in the
system and are attracted to the idea of continuing. This may also be true for
the coach. In these circumstances you may need to go via an alternative,
slightly longer route to reach an acceptable closure. The closure needs to be
done with sensitivity, as coming out too soon or too late can have a
weakening effect on the client.

In situations where there is a difficulty in finishing, invite the client to
simply move one of the representative objects to a ‘better place’. For
example, you might say something like this: ‘We’ve agreed to limit this first
look, but I can see you’d like to move on a little further with this. So,
choose one of the objects in this map you’ve created and see if you can
move it to a place that feels like it is at least a first step towards a better
place, a first step to resolution…’ This kind of invitation will often result in
clarity and insight in which the client identifies what needs to happen next



in order to start moving towards a more settled system. Whatever they
identify or do will change something and allow you to bring it to a close
and move back into coaching and/or processing.

It can also be useful, particularly when seeing a complex or stuck initial
image, to invite your client to pause to revisit and examine their central
question. Another way of doing this is to ask: ‘If this is the answer, what’s
the question?’

At a point that feels appropriate in the mapping process you can revert to your preferred
coaching dialogue style and work with the information and insights that have emerged. You
can then invite your client to return to the mapping if you sense that may be useful.

Mapping may soon evolve into fuller constellations, but you will feel more
able to develop your scope and skills as a constellator if you feel secure in
the knowledge that you can respectfully close the process down and return
to a more familiar style of coaching.



From mapping to constellating
To facilitate constellations you need to develop an understanding of four
things. First, you need to know when it may be an appropriate intervention.
We explored that earlier and your ear for messages from the system will be
developing already. Second, you will need to build an understanding of the
‘ordering forces’ that guide systems. Third, you need to develop the stance
of a constellations facilitator; one that allows you to tune in to those forces
and work with them. Finally, you will need to learn about the processes
required to illuminate, clarify and disentangle the dynamics that emerge in
constellations. Each of these requires learning, understanding and practice
in order to be effectively combined.

Once you’ve experimented within the boundaries of your evolving skills
– with mapping the first phase of a constellation – you may soon feel ready
to move into more substantial pieces of work. Your interventions will not
only show and clarify the unconscious relationship patterns, but will also
start to surface the collective intelligence held within the wider system. In
these situations you will want to know about the core processes that
facilitate this way of working, so that you can support your client to see and
understand the dynamics in the system and then start to move towards
resolution. If you simply leave the physical elements of the initial mapping
exercise in their place while you are talking about what has emerged, it
provides a natural opportunity to return and continue into a fuller
constellation later in the same session.

The key difference between mapping and constellating is that, in the
latter, the hidden dynamics that emerge are, if appropriate, named,
illuminated and disentangled. In addition, if appropriate and required, a
picture of resolution is found. However, in a coaching and organizational
context it is very often not appropriate or necessary to move to a ‘picture of



resolution’ in the same way that is common when working with personal or
family constellations. This is an important point and one that creates a
certain freedom in this work, in the coaching context. Freeing yourself from
the need to find resolution to challenging issues frequently achieves a great
deal, and very often an unexpected path to resolution emerges as a result of
not searching for one.

At this stage, simply remember that there is no one ‘right’ way to
constellate and no need to get a complete resolution. The combination of
principles, stance and knowledge of the core processes will be enough to
begin with. You have learnt how to respectfully bring a constellation to an
end if you feel you have reached the limits of your knowledge or comfort.
You can now move back into your preferred coaching approach or
methodology.



Core processes
To work with the emerging dynamics, two core processes are required:

1. movement;
2. sentences.

Let’s look at the role and application of both, as they are key to illuminating
and working with the hidden dynamics and intelligence in the system.

Movement
The embodiment of place and the orientation or direction of attention of
each of the representative objects have special significance in a
constellation, as they reveal the hidden information and enable the finding
of ‘right place’. Therefore it’s important, as we’ve already started to see, to
identify in which direction a representative is ‘looking’ in a constellation.

An effective way to do this is in the moment, as the client places each
object. For example: ‘As you place that into this map, just notice in which
way it is facing’ or ‘If that was you standing there, where would your
attention be drawn…?’ or ‘Imagine you are standing in that place. Which
way would you be looking?’ These kinds of questions can achieve clarity
about direction of attention and create the start of an embodied experience
of being ‘in’ the constellation while also observing it.

If you are using objects designed for tabletop constellations, the direction
of ‘face’ is already indicated. However, most coaches start with (and many
stay with) ‘found objects’ like coffee cups, water bottles and pieces of
paper. This approach keeps the potential for resistance by a client to a
minimum and reduces the feeling of distraction that some get when the
coach unpacks a set of special stones or objects.



Once direction of attention is clear, you and your client can move the
representatives in alignment with the insights that emerge as you move
through the constellation. There are a few things to remember about making
movements with representative objects in a constellation:

Always make movements slowly to ensure that they are coming from
the embodied sense of the issue and the place, not from the ‘head
space’.
When the client wants to make a movement in one of the
representatives, encourage them to say why first and then facilitate
the movement, so it is done with clarity of intention.
Decide if a sentence (see the next section) would be better or can
precede a movement. This often surfaces the underlying motivation
for a movement. For example, it can support a deeper inner
movement in the client to say: ‘You are the boss here; I withdraw’,
rather than to simply move the representative piece away from the
representative for the boss.
Remember that movements are not made at random or on a whim, but
are made out of a search for balance and realignment with the natural
orders. Other examples are to bring in someone who has been
excluded; to bring a representative piece near to another so that
acknowledgement can take place; to realign people in a team in a
better order; or to test different options or possibilities.
There is one important question to ask when exploring different
relative positions in a constellation: ‘Is that better, the same or
worse?’ You are always looking for what strengthens not what
weakens, so this simple question will support finding the best place.
The last move of every mapping exercise and constellation is when
the process is complete and the pieces have to be put away. It can
often be important to do this in a way that respects what the pieces
and the pictures that have emerged mean to the client. Offering the



client the opportunity to slowly replace the constellation pieces into a
bag or to collect the Post-it notes into a pile, in the order they feel
appropriate, can make a significant difference to the way in which
they internalize and integrate their work.

Always watch where you are going.

Otherwise, you may step on a piece of the Forest that was left out by mistake.

Pooh’s Little Instruction Book, inspired by AA Milne

Sentences – the language of the system
In Chapter 6 we looked at the universal language of systems, a language we
all know when we hear it, but have mostly forgotten how to speak. This
approach and this particular aspect – systemic sentences – give us and the
system a voice. The use of short sentences forms an important part of the
constellations methodology and can be used with powerful and lasting
effect in systemic coaching. In fact, as we’ll see later, there is a great deal of
work that can be done without ‘doing a constellation’, but simply listening
with a systemically attuned ear and offering these short-form ‘sentences of
truth’ to acknowledge, illuminate and resolve the hidden dynamics. This is
perhaps the hardest aspect to master, but often one of the most potent
aspects of this approach.

The purpose of these short phrases or ‘sentences’ is to:

Provide a fresh way of communicating that goes deeper and
integrates the body, the emotions and the mind.
Illuminate and disentangle the hidden dynamics so that larger and less
entangled pictures are revealed.
Connect with and articulate ‘what is’ and the underlying truths in the
system.
Give everything a respected place, by naming things, so that the
system can relax.



Serve a larger purpose of systemic coaching – to return the
responsibility and guilt to its source.
Move to a picture of real and enduring resolution by testing different
resolutions for impact.
Align the system with the organizing principles.
Reframe blame, pain and forgiveness and connect with something
deeper.
To join what has been wrongly separated and to separate what has
been wrongly joined so each can stand in their responsibility and their
strength.

How to offer sentences
If you sense that something is emerging for the client – an insight, a hidden
loyalty or a powerful feeling, for example – then that may be an appropriate
time to offer or invite a sentence. At first – and until the client is used to this
way of working – sentences should be offered with great care. There are a
number of ways of doing this, for example:

‘I’m going to offer some words for you, to try to capture the essence
of what I sense is going on here. Is that OK?’
‘I’m going to invite you to say a few words – out loud, or just quietly
to yourself – just to see what impact it has, OK? Try saying…’
‘It sounds as if you may be saying…’
‘This sentence is just like a thought bubble – see it as a test, an
experiment. If it’s not right you can adjust it until it is…’

Systems have a kind of universal language embedded in them dating from the earliest
beginnings of mankind as tribes.

Matthias Varga von Kibéd

Another way is to invite the client to speak their own sentence. You can ask
them if there is anything they want to say. However, you run the risk of



them going back into their heads and the story. If you ask like this: ‘Is there
an inner sentence – just a very few words – that acknowledge this?’ then
you may get a more accurate and so more useful response.

Whatever the context, these short phrases need to embody certain
qualities. They need to be short, simple and spoken without intonation or
emphasis. They need to be respectful of the impact that naming ‘what is’
may have and so offered with quiet respectfulness and without attachment
to them being right. The sentences also need to support the client to stand in
their responsibility for their own feelings, their requests and actions so there
is real clarity and separation without blame.

Simple truth is like oxygen: with it we thrive, without it we suffocate in our stories.

John L Payne

When developing your practice, just experiment slowly and respectfully
and don’t worry if you or the client go into much longer sentences. This
particular kind of language develops over time and is often the aspect that
coaches new to this approach struggle with. That struggle is often
connected to a concern that the words sound directive. That assumes that
the words are the opinion of the coach. They are not, they are attempts to
realign with the organizing forces of systems. Offered in that way the coach
is experienced as offering respectful tests and ‘litmus papers’ to check for
resonance. The sentences are the voice of the system, not the coach. The
coach surrenders to the authority of the system when offering them, without
personal opinion or attachment.

Responses to sentences
There are generally four possible responses from a client when a systemic
coach offers a sentence:

100 per cent correct and spoken willingly by the client because it
feels so true;



100 per cent correct but too difficult or painful to voice by the client,
because it’s ‘too true’;
close, but the client needs to adjust to improve the accuracy;
totally wrong, and the client suggests an alternative, usually the
opposite.

These are all ‘good’ responses and can be useful in illuminating, clarifying
and resolving. The last one, when the sentence offered is totally ‘wrong’,
often provides the richest source of information and accuracy, as the ‘right’
sentence or phrase is then willingly offered. So, offer the sentences without
attachment and with a willingness for them to be rejected and/or improved.

When to offer sentences
Discerning when a sentence may be useful comes with practice and the
integration of all your learning, and in the moment. They begin to flow as
you make the inner shift to a system-orientated stance and can be used to
acknowledge, to name a truth, to illuminate and resolve entanglements, and
to embed solutions.

Writing about sentences is fraught with challenges, as these sentences
emerge, with experience, as you tap into the system dynamics and
entanglements that surface as you work. For this reason any examples, out
of context, are just that: examples.

Those that follow include the kind of sentences that you may consider
offering simply to acknowledge what is, and others that turn the pressure up
on the issue in order to bring it into sharper focus. In still other examples
you’ll find sentences that open up possibilities and dissolve judgements and
resistances, for in this way of working you will already be beginning to
sense that yielding strengthens.



Many individuals, leaders and teams spend a great deal of energy holding firm, resisting or
refusing to really acknowledge what is in place. However, when they are offered a way of
doing so, of yielding instead of resisting, they and the system around them are often
profoundly relieved and fundamentally changed.

Here are some ‘resonant sentences’ to give a sense of what you may find
yourself offering as your understanding and scope develop. These are
roughly divided into categories; however, it’s hard to be completely clear
about this aspect, as they will often overlap or be combined.

To acknowledge what is; to vocalize the facts; to name the difficulty in
a few words:

‘I’m beginning to see how it is here.’
‘This is difficult.’
‘I can see that this is difficult for both of us.’
‘In this place I have no authority to lead.’
‘In this place I have limited influence with the team.’
‘I am stuck.’

To ‘turn up the heat’ on the issue:

An issue of PLACE emerges in the constellation: ‘I refuse to
acknowledge your right to a place.’
An issue of TIME emerges in the constellation: ‘Because you were
here before me you have greater weight and I refuse to acknowledge
that.’
An issue of EXCHANGE emerges in the constellation: ‘By giving
too much I’m looking for something you can never give me.’
The constellation shows a resistance to really look at
something/somebody: ‘I refuse to look.’



The constellation shows a possible or actual judgement on somebody
or something: ‘Secretly, I judge you.’

To illuminate an entanglement more clearly:

An excluded element is identified: ‘We acted as if we could forget
you.’
And in acknowledgement of the behaviour or difficulty that arose as a
result: ‘We have found ways of remembering you.’

Important note:

These special sentence forms are designed to give the unspoken truths a
voice and are only for use in constellations when neutral representatives,
not connected to the issue, are involved. They can therefore form an
integral part of one-to-one coaching constellations using objects or floor
markers. They are also used in workshops where other participants, not
connected to the issue-holder, act as representatives. They are not designed
to be spoken to the actual people. The saying of them in a constellation
creates an embodied change in the client and enables the client to find
different, respectful language when in the real situation.

To begin a movement towards resolution of a system dynamic or
entanglement:

An issue of PLACE is resolved:

– ‘Your contribution to this system was important. Thank you.’
– ‘Because of what you have given, you have a place here

too…’

An issue of TIME is resolved:

– ‘Because of what you contributed, I was able to join later.’

An issue of EXCHANGE is resolved:



– ‘For what you were able to give me, thank you. I will do the
rest myself.’

– ‘You were just my employer. What I gave you, you may
keep and what I learnt, I will keep. Thank you.’

A resistance to looking is softened:

– ‘I’m beginning to look.’

An excluded element is re-included:

– ‘We missed you.’
– ‘We remember what you contributed.’

A judgement over somebody is softened:

– ‘I’m no better than you.’
– ‘In your place I may have done exactly the same.’

To make requests and test for movements:

The constellation shows that more time is needed before a movement
may be possible: ‘Please give me time.’
The facilitator wonders if a particular solution embodied in a
movement may be emerging, so tests that possibility by inviting the
client or representative to say: ‘I will move closer/further away
now…’ or ‘When I take this place I can occupy my authority in this
role.’

To vocalize and embed a resolution:

A better place is found in the constellation:

‘This is my place.’
‘I will be leaving soon.’
‘I agree to it all.’
‘I am leaving this with you and I’m withdrawing.’



‘Thank you.’
All great things are simple and many can be expressed in single words.

Winston Churchill



The secret language of systems
Coaching of this kind invites us to co-create and offer resonant systemic
language that reaches into the space in between what is said and not said.
The language that is offered in systemic coaching and constellations is that
which acknowledges then disentangles. It is language that returns
responsibility and restores dignity.

It ‘re-members’ who and what has been excluded, giving everybody and
everything a place, enabling people to acknowledge what is and then find a
step to better for them and the whole system.

This kind of language resonates deeply with individuals, leaders and
teams.

It’s hard to describe or capture the impact of this kind of language in
constellations because it emerges from the field and is so context-specific.
Apart from taking part in constellation workshops and trainings where you
learn where and how to find and articulate these sentences, there is another
way to tune in to their simple power.

That is to look at how the unspoken, often unsayable, words and the
feelings and truths they describe get embodied in us, in teams and in whole
systems.

Organizational systems, just like other kinds, are full of them. Secret
sentences.

Secret sentences
Life in organizational systems can be very complicated, sometimes painful.
While it’s easy to say that everything is moving faster, there are more
stakeholders to consider and that we live in a VUCA world, there are other
factors that have an influence. Secrets.



The secrets are held within individuals, often connected to their personal
conscience, but are also held within teams and the wider organizational
conscience. The combination can create inertia, resistance to change and
some challenging dynamics. The secrets are held in the system but rarely
spoken about. Not naming them is, after all, how you stay loyal to the
organizational conscience.

Every system creates and embodies its own truth. There is a secret sentence embedded in
every system.

We each carry within us secret judgements, decisions and promises. Inviting
clients to articulate these within a confidential coaching process and
relationship can be liberating and clarifying, settling the system of the
individual as well as supporting clarity in teams and beyond. The various
ways of using constellations, in one-to-one settings, are beautifully
designed to enable this process.

Secret sentences held in individuals
Some examples of secret sentences – most easily expressed when working
with a systemic coach and a three-dimensional map of a relationship
system:

‘Secretly I refuse your authority.’
‘Secretly I think I would be a better leader than you.’
‘Secretly I don’t really agree with what this organization does.’
‘Secretly I’m only here for the money.’
‘Secretly I treat this organization as if it were my family.’
‘Secretly I’m here to find a partner.’



‘Secretly I feel lonely working here.’
‘Secretly I wish I’d never accepted this role.’
‘Secretly I’m leaving.’
If you want to keep a secret, you must also hide it from yourself.

George Orwell

Secret sentences held in teams
Teams almost always hold secret judgements and develop agreed ways to
ignore their purpose or working contract. Inviting teams to articulate these
in both the one-to-one sessions before a team workshop and, when
appropriate, in the workshop itself can be liberating and clarifying, and
settle the system.

Some examples of secret sentences held in teams – most easily expressed
when looking at a three-dimensional map of a relationship system:

‘Secretly we are not really a team.’
‘Secretly we have no idea why we are a team.’
‘Secretly there is an unofficial team leader in this team. The boss is not

the boss.’
‘This is not a team, it’s a group of people who compete with each

other. Secretly.’
‘Secretly this team is just a group of team leaders.’
‘Secretly nobody wants to be on this team, but we can’t leave.’
‘Secretly you have to be silent/vocal/angry/compliant in this team.’
‘Secretly we are in it just for the money.’
‘Secretly this team is like a family for us.’
‘Secretly this team is the only place within the organization that we

feel safe.’
In between what is said and not meant, and what is meant and not said, much love is
lost.



Khalil Gibran

Secret sentences held in organizations
Organizations are often full of secrets and judgements and agreed ways to
ignore their purpose, customers or espoused values. Inviting people to
articulate these secret truths in both one-to-one and workshop settings can
be liberating and clarifying for the system when done respectfully.

Some examples of secret sentences held in whole organizational systems
– most easily expressed when looking at a three-dimensional map of a
relationship system:

‘Secretly we will never prioritize the customer.’
‘Secretly we are just making our shareholders happy.’
‘Secretly we never agree with or intend to inhabit our espoused

values.’
‘Secretly we don’t really support leadership and organizational

development.’
‘Secretly we are not making enough profit to sustain the system.’
‘Secretly we wanted to save the world.’
‘Secretly we are in power but not in authority.’
‘Secretly the investors are in charge here.’
‘Secretly you can only belong here if you know how to keep secrets.’
‘Secretly we pretend there are no secrets here.’

Creating a map of the secret sentences that are embodied in an individual, a
team or whole system is an effective way of surfacing what is held within.
From that start you can then work backwards and identify the principles and
ordering forces that have been ignored or violated. Naturally the way you
surface and collect these kinds of sentences has to be done in a very safe
and respectful way where anonymity is guaranteed.



The secret sentences of a coach
Inviting and facilitating this kind of truth in organizational systems in a way
that liberates and then strengthens the systems must be done with a
profound respect for how hard it is to create, lead and influence
organizational systems. This respect has to be embodied in you and so it can
be useful to clear your inner field first.

The best way of doing that is to find and articulate your own secret
sentences and attend to your own process.

Some examples of secret sentences held in a coach might include:

With individuals

‘Secretly I think I’d do a better job than you.’
‘Secretly I judge you for not sharing my values.’
‘Secretly I don’t think you learn and develop fast enough.’
‘Secretly I think your management style is wrong and I’m going to

change it.’
‘Secretly I believe that the way you communicate with your direct

reports is wrong and I’m going to change that in you too.’

With teams

‘Secretly I think you are a very dysfunctional team.’
‘Secretly I think that, if I were a member, I’d show you how to work

together properly.’
‘Secretly I love this team and would like to be a member.’
‘Secretly I wish I was the leader of this team.’
‘Secretly I think I can save you all.’

These judgements, projections and ideas come from our rational minds and
are built from our own experiences of belonging in systems, and so are
personal perspectives. From a systemic perspective, if your intention is to
be useful, you’ll notice all these, then make an internal adjustment, working



on your stance and your distance first. Systemic supervision is very useful
for this inner calibration.

Resonant sentences that you might articulate as you adjust your stance so
you can come alongside what is, just as it is, may include:

‘I’m no better than you.’
‘I will work alongside you just as you are.’
‘I will work with you as you develop at the speed that works best for

you.’
‘How you work and work together is OK by me.’
‘Even though I don’t agree with you, I agree to you.’
‘You are the leader of this team, I am just the coach.’
‘You belong in this team, I am just a visitor.’

In summary, tuning in to your own secret sentences can be an effective way
of realizing just how powerful this kind of hidden language is.

Once you experience the resonant reach of language like this you also
begin to see how useful it can be as a key part of systemic coaching and
constellations.

~

I remember my first attempt to apply this methodology in one-to-one
coaching, not for my anxiety about getting it ‘right’, but for the lasting
impact it had on my client. He was a young management consultant keen to
make an impact with his client. I sensed in what he said about the
relationship that there was something else apart from a straightforward
difference of opinion, beliefs or personality type. There were a lot of
judgements in his language, a lack of respect and a sense of stuckness. He’d
talked at length about his client in the previous sessions and we’d made
little progress. We’d looked at the issue using personality type, discussion
and all the coaching questions and frameworks I could think of. On this
occasion, as he began to tell me about the relationship difficulties again, I



quietly interrupted him. I invited him to choose an object on the table in
front of us to ‘represent’ his client, and find a place for it.

In that moment, as though it was the most natural thing in the world, this
rational man stopped telling me what an incompetent leader his client was
and simply chose one of the many coffee cups on the table, placing it in the
centre of the space between us. He had stopped talking and seemed
suddenly reflective, calm. I was fascinated that such a simple invitation had
affected him so quickly, so deeply. He had come out of his head and
dropped quickly into a stiller, quieter place, clearly in contact with another
way of thinking, feeling about, his issue and his client. So had I.

He stared at this cup as if it was something completely new and of the
utmost interest and importance. He knew, at some unconscious level, that
this coffee cup – this representative of his client – was in a place that felt,
well, true. It belonged in this particular spot on the table, and nowhere else.
It was in its place. After staring at it, transfixed, for some time without
speaking, he very slightly adjusted the direction in which the handle on the
cup faced and then looked up.

A constellation often induces a kind of light trance where movements, words and insights
come from somewhere beyond conscious awareness.

Unsure of what was happening, I decided to trust the process. I invited him
to choose another object to represent himself and place it in relationship to
the coffee cup, his client. He looked around the coffee cups, pens, pads and
other clutter on the table. Then he stood up and, reaching across the table,
took hold of a large silver coffee flask, which he placed right next to the
coffee cup, his client. He sat back and looked at the two representative
objects. A flask and a cup. I watched him closely.



It didn’t take any experience of this approach to see that he was having a
powerfully embodied experience. A direct experience of the underlying
relationship dynamic that he could now see as if never having seen it
before. He had created a kind of picture that expressed his own unconscious
mental map of this relationship. An external picture of an internal,
previously unknown landscape.

I was feeling my way carefully into my first attempt at working this way,
but I need not have worried. Like with so many times that followed this first
experience, my client saw what this map was showing him. In this case he
voiced it without prompting: ‘I’m too close, aren’t I?’ He paused. ‘And too
big.’ I nodded in respectful agreement at this clear statement of truth, his
truth. Less from the coach was rapidly turning into more for the client. I’d
never seen him more deeply engaged with his material than he was now.

I had recently completed a day of training in which we looked at the use
of ‘systemic sentences’: short phrases to help capture and embody the truths
and insights that flow when working in this way. I tried the one that came
into my mind. ‘Try saying: “You’re the client, I’m the consultant.”’

Slowly, and with a great sense of presence, he said: ‘You are the client…
I am just the consultant’. After a while, without my prompting, he slowly
pulled the flask away from the coffee cup. He looked at this new picture
and breathed out. A sigh of relief, as he found his place.

In less than five minutes, and with only a few words, he had moved from
a place of vocal judgement to a quiet and respectful humility. The insight
and fresh understanding were not in his head; they were in his body.
Embodied. He was in a better place, literally; one from which he could add
much more value.

However, it wasn’t just about him. By finding his own place, he had
given his client his place as the client too. Both of them had an equally
valued place in this small part of a much larger system and could flourish.
This was borne out in the real world in the following weeks and months.



I had facilitated, or rather witnessed, something I had previously doubted
had a place in serious coaching. This short piece of work, which initially
appeared to be little more than a three-dimensional representation of the
relationship, had been invaluable. It released him from the attachments he
had been forming to his ‘story’ about his client. The judgements,
assumptions and projections melted away as his inner image of the
relationship dynamics emerged. The physical embodiment in the ‘stepping
back’ movement impacted him in a way I’d not seen before. The non-verbal
language exchange that constellations offer had really shown its benefits.

From that moment, everything changed – in his working relationship
with his client, in our working relationship, which grew deeper and much
more productive, and in my work as a coach with all my other clients.

Back then I didn’t know much about the organizing principles that
influence systems. I didn’t know that this approach works as well with
abstract issues as it does with interpersonal relationships, and I didn’t know
about entanglements, hidden loyalties or the broader ideas and many
expressions and applications of systemic coaching. I just knew about the
importance of place in healthy systems. That to flourish and for
relationships to be in flow, everyone in a system has an equal right to a
respected but different place within it.

I was impressed by the way that this first attempt had surfaced the hidden
dynamic, so quickly and without pretension or many words, and by the way
it had shown my client straight away in what particular way he was in the
‘wrong place’ in relationship to his client. The whole exercise had
somehow surfaced the innate emotional intelligence and the system
intelligence, and resourced him with minimum intervention and a light
touch. It also allowed me to stay in my place as the coach, as the witness,
and it allowed him to find his place with his issue, with his client.

As you read this book, start to learn and to practise, you’ll discover that
you can relax into the process while you build your knowledge and skills,



and then you will soon find yourself illuminating the invisible, working
with the unknown and facilitating resolutions that are beyond your
imagination.

Nothing you say stands alone or is complete in the present: it has its roots in the past
and pushes feelers into the future.

Tim Parks, Teach Us to Sit Still

One of the constellation forms we teach in the trainings is called an
‘integration constellation’ and is designed to support deeper integration of
the experiences that the client has had in their life and work. The purpose is
to resource the client by integrating all that they’ve received, while also
disentangling them from limiting dynamics and incomplete endings. It’s
important to visit both joyful, resourcing relationships, as well as painful
ones that cost energy and had difficult emotions connected with them.

In the experiential training environment we use other group members to
represent each key relationship system in which the client has belonged, in
a structured form where each representative stands, shoulder to shoulder in
a row and in time order.

We then teach how to apply this form of constellation in one-to-one
settings using Post-its in a line on a wall to represent each system. This is
usefully combined with the application of sentences and offers an effective
way of finding and expressing them, as Hazel demonstrates in this case
study.

Hazel is an executive coach working with leaders and leadership teams.
She trained with Coaching Constellations and soon started to integrate the
systemic approach and constellations methodology into her thriving
coaching practice.

‘The Walk of Life’: An integration constellation



Coach/facilitator: Hazel Chapman, Executive Coach

Client: ‘Tricia’, Head of UK Sales for a European company

One of Tricia’s objectives for the coaching programme was to better manage her emotions, especially
her frustration and anger in a current relationship within her organization.

This was the second coaching session and as her preparation Tricia had drawn her timeline on
paper. I asked her how she had felt completing it and she said she was amazed how emotional she
had felt. Even as she spoke tears immediately arose, quickly followed by anger that the tears had
come.

‘It’s the break-up causing this, but it’s completely over, I don’t understand,’ she said. I reassured
her that it was understandable around such a big event and that letting go of the past is never easy. I
asked if she would like to explore this. She rejected the suggestion with ‘No, I can’t today, maybe
next time.’ So I asked what she would like to explore and she said her timeline and turned to her
journal.

As she started to tell the story of her childhood, I noticed she was pulled into her rational thinking
– justifying and analysing her experiences. While she had rejected exploring her emotions over the
break-up, I sensed that understanding her emotional connection to past events may be key to her
managing emotion in the present. Because of the ‘timeline’ nature of the exercise and the level of
emotional content I thought an ‘integration constellation’ might be a useful way of facilitating this
process.

So I suggested we do something different. She agreed and then I wrote ‘Childhood’ on a large
Post-it and put it on the left hand side of a clear wall at around her head height. I invited her to stand,
facing it and at a distance that simply felt true for her. She started talking and I asked her to first
‘Find your place, feel it in your body. Where do you belong in relation to this part of your life?’ She
stood very close and tears started to come up.

‘Why am I crying – this is a good memory!’ I invited her to just stand and reconnect with that
time. After a while I invited her to tell her childhood what she appreciated about it. I looked closely
at her and felt some words come to me that might express what she seemed to be in contact with. I
offered her this sentence: ‘Thank you for the safety and warmth that you gave me.’ She readily
accepted and repeated these words, while nodding.

I asked her if she was OK to continue with this process.
‘Yes.’
I referred Tricia back to her timeline and, as she described each stage, she drew it onto a large

Post-it and put it up on the wall in line with the others. I repeated the same approach each time
inviting her to just stand at a distance that felt true and simply reconnect with each part of her life.
What did she notice? What was she feeling?

For ‘School 11–16’ she stood some distance away. There were struggles as well as happiness and
she acknowledged the part they had played. I offered a sentence to condense the essence of what I
sensed she was saying:

‘My family and friends were always there for me as I found my way.’ She repeated this and smiled
and stood thoughtfully for some time.



At the next stage, ‘16–18’, a conflict with her parents emerged and the distance grew greater.
However her gratitude for her parents was self-evident. I fed this back to her by offering her this
sentence:

‘Thank you for sticking by me despite all that I did. I really appreciate what you did for me.’ She
happily repeated this – ‘Thank you for sticking by me despite all that I did’ – and then stood in
silence for a while reflecting.

We continued to her university and gap year and she acknowledged being far from home and
friends but finding her way nevertheless. The distance between her and each Post-it had grown
greater at every phase. She too had noticed the pattern.

Her next phase was her 20s. She immediately said that work and home were different and so I
created two smaller Post-its for ‘Career’ and ‘Home’ and added them to the bottom left and right
hand corner of the larger Post-it that read ‘20s’. She stood in relation to each separately and we did
some work with those.

The painful break-up was in the next stage. Tricia described her pain, her not knowing why he left.
After a while I offered this synthesis:

‘Your lack of explanation caused me a lot of pain,’ which she immediately accepted and repeated.
A little later I offered her:

‘I leave your reasons with you, and will move on.’ She rejected this, saying that that felt like she
was forgiving him, which she couldn’t do.

So then I said:
‘How about “You had your reasons and I leave them with you. They are yours, not mine”?’
She immediately smiled and repeated the sentence several times. We stood there for a while in

silence as she integrated this truth and the words.
‘You had your reasons and I leave them with you. They are yours, not mine.’
A little later I also offered her something to try and acknowledge the balance of EXCHANGE: ‘I

will take what was good and the rest I leave with you.’ This also resonated deeply and she repeated it
strongly and firmly.

When the moment was right, we moved on to a Post-it marked ‘Now’ and she started talking freely
about her current situation with optimism, which was very different from our previous conversations.
I then invited her to turn around, when she felt ready, and take everything the past had given her and
look to the future. In fact she said she wanted to stay in the ‘Now’ as this felt good. So she spent
some time in ‘Now’ simply integrating everything she had just experienced and we brought the
process to an end.

Benefits

This session proved to be a turning point in the coaching because Tricia separated from being in the
grip of her emotions and instead gave them a place and so was able to start the journey of integration
without blame, judgement or feeling so overwhelmed.

There were also noticeable observational differences in the following sessions. Tricia started to
take more care of her own health, fitness and appearance, she started to dress in brighter colours and
patterns and her language shifted from negative to positive descriptors.



Some months later, when I asked her for permission to use this as a written case study, she wrote to
me saying:

‘I found this exercise very powerful, Hazel. I call it “the walk of life” as it was so helpful to reflect
and understand how each part of my life had led me to my current place.

The suggested phrases you offered made it easier to understand and integrate each and made
sense of moments of pain, lifting an emotional weight off my shoulders.’

My learning

I learnt that when you give the exercise a go, even for the first time, the sentences reveal themselves
as the experience deepens and develops. There was amazingly little effort in this, I just stayed present
and tuned into Tricia’s embodied experience and the words emerged.

When I offered sentences, if they didn’t resonate, they were easily rejected and more information
was given, or they were improved, so they were all useful. I learnt that there are no right or wrong
sentences to offer. This surprised me and helped me to relax and focus on being present and simply
trust the process.

After the coaching, I realized there were some sentences of EXCHANGE that I felt I could have
used to go deeper, eg ‘I gave too much’ or ‘I’ll take my responsibility for what happened between us,
and leave you with yours.’ However, it was still very powerful for my client, even without those.

Above all, I learnt that by focusing on being useful to the coachee in each moment, and by trusting
the structure of the exercise and the sentences to emerge and do their work, without the need to ‘get it
right’, I could be truly useful.

Bowing
There is a third process, beyond movement and sentences, that you can
explore when working in this way: bowing. This ‘ritual’ can have a
profoundly connecting impact. In executive coaching settings this might
seem impossible and even undesirable, but you may be surprised, as we
briefly touched on earlier, by how often it happens of its own accord.

In family workshops it’s commonplace for a facilitator to ask a client or
representative to bow – to their parents, to their fate, to someone they are
withdrawing from. However, in coaching my preference is to simply ask the
client or representative to follow any movement that feels respectful and
appropriate.



When someone finds a place in relationship to someone else who has a
system or organizational precedence over them, when someone withdraws
with thanks for what they have received, or when someone acknowledges a
great difficulty in the organizational system, then you can invite them to
embody that in a respectful way. Most times they will make a small nod of
their head; sometimes, depending on their personal style and cultural
reference point, it will be a full bow.

~

I’m often struck by how easily people with no previous experience will
willingly get up and stand as a representative in a constellation, reporting
accurately on their embodied experience and then accessing hidden
information in the system being explored. I also notice how often the people
who appear to be the most sceptical, defended or resistant in an opening
round or in private comments to me before a workshop or training begins,
will often be the same people who feel most drawn to represent and will
most willingly offer to articulate their experience, follow inner movements
and, yes, even bow without hesitation.

It’s as if something else, a larger force, is recruiting them into the service
of the constellation. Their highly attuned sensitivity to falsehoods, to
dubious theories or belief systems, enables them to be open to very subtle
information in the field that is of vital importance.
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Living maps
To understand is to perceive patterns.
Isaiah Berlin

Once you have started experimenting, respectfully and slowly, with the
processes that turn a static map into a dynamic picture, you are moving
from simply ‘mapping what is’ into a constellation. The map comes to life
and you have opened up many fresh possibilities.

There are a number of ways of working when the map starts to come to
life, which it will, in your hands.



Seeing patterns
The best way of recognizing the various patterns that emerge in
constellations is to do so by experiencing them. See them once and you may
miss them; see them again and you’ll remember. You can already imagine
some of the patterns you will start to see as you invite your clients to map
what is in a number of contexts:

Leaving (the representative for the client is looking outside of the
system as if saying: ‘I want to leave.’)
Loyalty to someone/something else (the representative for the client
is looking outside of the system and may be entangled with
something/someone there as if saying: ‘I’ll remember you.’)
Out of order (the representative for the client feels ‘above’ that of
their boss, for example they choose a much larger object to represent
themselves as if saying: ‘I’m better than you.’)
Resource required (the representative for the client stands alone and
looks under-resourced or expresses difficulty finding their authority
as if saying: ‘I need some additional resource here.’)
Conflict pattern (the representative for the client is looking in exactly
the opposite direction to another key representative or is right ‘in
their face’, looking at them very closely: ‘I refuse your authority.’)
Different purpose (the representative for the client is facing away
from the purpose or task of the organization or team: ‘I’m here for
other reasons.’)
TIME (the representative for the client is placed in a position of
authority over people or roles that came before them: ‘I refuse to see
what came before me and will change things here anyway.’)
PLACE (the representative for the client is hard to place and, in one-
to-one coaching, is held in the air above the map of others or tried in



different places with no rest: ‘I can’t find my place/I don’t know what
to do to belong here.’)
EXCHANGE (the representative for the client is placed in front of
the representative for the company or organization: ‘I gave you too
much/you owe me.’)

You will see and recall many more relationship patterns. Even though no
two constellations are ever the same, these patterns soon become familiar
and you can respectfully offer your insight or emerging hypothesis to your
client.

If your orientation is not to the visual patterns, then you can still identify
and name them by recalling and exploring in amongst the natural
organizing forces of systems. This is a good way of starting to illuminate
the hidden dynamics.



Illuminating dynamics
Firstly, you can pay attention to the organizing forces of TIME, PLACE and
EXCHANGE about who or what came first, who has their place and who or
what may have been excluded from the system. You can also explore the
balance of giving and taking; the level of exchange. In all of these you can
now offer movements and sentences to carefully illuminate and explore.

Alternatively you could take a different route and work entirely through
the experience, trusting your own and your client’s feelings and emotional-
level responses. This will move things forward and may often illuminate
hidden dynamics at work in this particular system.

Finally, you could simply take what your client is telling you about the
facts of the issue and work only with those, offering acknowledging
sentences that confirm the essence of what is. That’s a useful approach and
a great way to learn when mapping and working with this methodology at
the start of your learning journey.

So, you can work with the forces, the feelings or the facts. You may have
a natural preference for one or more of these and that will provide you with
a good starting point. However, to truly illuminate the dynamics, to be able
to see and offer your client fresh paths to resolution while respectfully
supporting them to stand in the truth, you will need to develop, over time, a
full integration of all three of these approaches at the same time. This
should be underpinned by your stance and facilitated through the principle
of acknowledgement and the practices of constellations.



Facilitating solutions
Once you’ve experienced the potential for a constellation to facilitate a deep
movement in your clients, once you’ve seen them understand the
importance of the interconnectedness, you’ll know that not reaching for a
solution, a goal, or a measurable outcome is a solution in itself. This is one
of the fundamental differences from goal-orientated coaching that not only
releases the coach from the need to resolve everything but also frees your
client to find their own path, in their own time, through the complexity of
their challenge, dilemma or stuckness.

In a workshop environment or when working one-to-one, there can be  a
tendency for coaches and facilitators to feel that their work is incomplete if
they don’t bring it all together into a picture of resolution. The picture may
well be the one that is possible, or it may not, but going there too early can
often be experienced as too much for the client, who may not yet be ready
to see, let alone internalize, the new picture. Less is more.

On other occasions the energy for moving to and seeing the picture of
resolution will be strong and coming from the client. Even then, my
preference is to encourage them to hold back from stepping in to the
resolution too quickly. This is because, firstly, it can be useful and
resourcing to reflect and deepen the contact with that moment of transition,
and secondly because it can reduce the available energy to take the solution
out into the real world, the real situation. Leaving the coaching client in the
creative tension of not being able to stand fully in the solution can create a
strong movement out into the real world where the need for the resolution
really exists.

If it seems that a final resolving image would be useful for the client then
use all that you know about movement, sentences and rituals to achieve
that.



To bring this second part of the book to a close with an example of
practical application I want to share with you a brief example from coach
and facilitator Patrizia Amanati.

In this case study she describes how she weaves in and back out of the
systemic mapping methodology as a part of an Action Learning Set with a
client who is struggling to occupy his role authority. This case study also
demonstrates the use of sentences to surface and express unspoken
dynamics and truths.

Finding my authority
Coach: Patrizia Amanati

Client: A senior project manager in a regional division of a national organization

My client had recently joined the organization and had been invited to do so because of his
impressive track record in a very similar role. However, he was having great difficulty in
communicating upward, from himself to his managers, as if there was something in the way. He
reported to two senior leaders but the communication with them and one particular direct report had
slowed down to the point that he was finding it hard to bring his expertise and experience to bear.

It became clear that the questions from within the learning group were not helping him get clarity,
but reinforcing the story of how difficult things were. So I suggested that he might like to ‘have a
look at things in a different way’. He was open to that despite the fact that he is a senior project
manager and used to considering every problem through the lens of Prince2 or a similar model and
with a strong need to consider the minutiae of every challenge. I sensed it might be a challenge to
invite him to work with less detail and at the heart of the systemic dynamics.

The context of this session was an Action Learning Set and this, together with the physical layout
of the small room, meant it was not possible or appropriate to use the group members as
representatives. So I invited him to use a piece of flip-chart paper on the table top to represent the
system and to choose two or three elements he needed to represent this difficulty. He chose a
representative for himself, the two managers he wanted a better working relationship with and his
direct report.

He placed the representative for himself – a small packet of sugar – right on the edge of the system
that he had defined using the sheet of flip-chart paper. He indicated that his representative was facing
inwards, into the organizational system within which he was trying to find his place.



He then added two drinking glasses to represent the two managers, one at each top corner of the
paper. He then placed the representative for his direct report in the centre of the sheet. The two
managers were facing each other and the direct report – represented by a large coffee cup – was in
the middle of the piece of paper, the system, the three forming an equilateral triangle.

As soon as he completed this physical map he said: ‘Oh, I see what’s going on.’
In discussion and through questions from myself and members of the Learning Set it became

apparent that the direct report was acting as if they were occupying the role.
I went on to explore the history of the role and discovered that the role was created and defined by

the direct report and the expectation was that they would have occupied it. However, the organization
advertised the role and this man was chosen to fill it.

On hearing this new information, I asked him to connect with the representative for himself and
invited him to say this to the direct report: ‘I don’t have a place in this organization.’ He listened to
this suggestion, then said: ‘I don’t yet have a real place in this organization, but I want to do my job.’
This was a powerful statement for him as it had been expressed previously only in a negative way.

I then connected with the energy of the representative for the direct report and offered a statement
from what I was picking up: ‘You took my job!’ In that moment he was able to get a sense of the
anger and disappointment of the direct report and this gave him a fresh perspective and
understanding.

The map clearly showed a source of the difficulty and together we agreed that we would continue,
in this session at least, to explore the relationship with his direct report rather than his managers. In
that context I offered a number of sentences for him to say while physically connected to his
representative and facing towards the representative for the direct report.

These included ‘Thank you for creating this role,’ which changed something in him as he said it
and then he said: ‘I was appointed to this role and that must have been painful for you.’

He also went on, later, to add: ‘I am well-qualified to occupy this role and to deliver what the
organization needs. Please allow me to lead.’

As is often the case some of the sentences I offered didn’t always resonate but hearing my words
allowed him to reflect and find his own words to express what needed to be acknowledged or spoken.

At the end of the constellation he had more clarity around what was blocking relationship and
communication and a fresh perspective on one source of this dynamic. He also felt able, resourced
and ready to speak with his direct report with a new understanding and a willingness to listen, while
also being clear about his own authority.

He was physically much more settled and reflective and we returned to the Action Learning
methodology and moved to the next person.

~

This example shows how effective the creation of a three-dimensional physical map can be in
quickly surfacing the hidden relationship architecture and dynamics in the system without the use of
lots of words. It also demonstrates how the client can easily drop into a systemic perspective and start
to voice sentences and see possibilities that they have not previously considered. Possibilities and
words they would have discounted moments before.



Patrizia, who was the first student of Coaching Constellations trainings to
become a facilitator on our programmes, describes her integration of the
systemic approach as her toolbox. A holding framework into which she can
place all her other coaching tools, skills and methodologies. As a result
systemic principles underpin her individual coaching and team facilitation
and she weaves in and out of a range of methodologies in the moment.

This case study also shows the importance of always checking the origins
of the role your coaching client is occupying, especially when they are
having difficulty finding their role authority. You can’t lead or really be
effective in role if you didn’t have permission. Sometimes roles are created
that are not really needed by the system and people who occupy them
usually burn out trying to find their authority. Or, in this case, the
permission is not granted by another person in the system who believes it is
their role.

This kind of issue can only be respectfully resolved when each person’s
truth is recognized and honoured, given a place. Then one can step back and
the other can step up and lead.



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



PART FOUR



Tabletop to workshop



10



One to one
Principles and practices in action

All fixed set patterns are incapable of adaptability or pliability.
Bruce Lee

There are examples of application throughout this book – examples of the
systemic coaching stance, principles and practices in action. In this chapter
we’ll explore some more case studies, which will show the common themes
that emerge in systemic coaching and the contexts for application.

We will look first at some examples in one-to-one coaching, including
selection or ‘chemistry check’ meetings, and then go on to hear about
application in one-off sessions, coaching pairs and three-way sessions. In
amongst the case studies are some more exercises to try for yourself and
with your clients.



Coaching the individual

Common contexts, themes and case studies

Creating chemistry
Selection meetings, or ‘chemistry checks’ as they are sometimes known, are
now commonplace at the pre-contract stage in executive coaching,
particularly when working as an associate for a large coaching business.
Initiated by corporate HR, L&D and OD departments, there are strong and
varied opinions on their effectiveness but they are seen by many as a crucial
stage in the process of selecting a ‘good’ coach.

Coaching is clearly a relationship as well as a process, so there is logic in
checking that the ‘relationship chemistry’ is likely to support the process.
However, looked at from a systemic point of view, I would suggest that the
job of the coach is not to focus on the relationship between themselves and
the potential coachee, but to think about making a good connection between
the coachee and their system and so give them some insights into their
current challenges.

Many coaches have also achieved high levels of success at the selection
meeting stage because they know that this first meeting is an opportunity to
give the potential coachee an experience of working – in other words, to
start coaching. Systemic coaches can do this by working with the client in a
particular way, combining system-orientated questions with physical three-
dimensional mapping. In the following case study we hear from executive
coach Gerry Brannan as he applies his growing understanding of this
approach to great effect in a selection meeting.



Creating chemistry
Coach: Gerry Brannan, executive coach, London

Client: ‘James’, a senior manager

At a chemistry check I met a senior manager – let’s call him James – who had originally been hired
for his highly respected technical skills and quickly became one of two key people relied on by the
Managing Director for day-to-day advice. When James started to exhibit aggressive behaviour it was
ignored as out of character, but when it persisted with colleagues and his own team he was
challenged by the MD and a programme of coaching was suggested.

When I met James he didn’t deny or hide from his reported behaviour but he couldn’t explain
where it came from. He showed remorse and wanted to manage his emotions better. We explored
how he might feel and what his colleagues and staff would say about him if he were successful at
changing this behaviour. This possibility seemed to relax him and I felt we could explore his situation
more fully. After establishing that he had been in his role only 10 months, I asked what he had heard
about his predecessor. His response was illuminating.

His role had been occupied by a long-serving member of staff who it was decided was not capable
of growing further, and who had been quite clumsily squeezed out of the business, without respect
for his long and valued service. James, who replaced him in the role, told me he felt constantly
frustrated at what he considered to be a lack of cooperation and understanding from his colleagues
and staff. I began to wonder if there were still hidden connections and loyalties in the business to
James’s predecessor.

I asked him, ‘Where do you stand in this business? What’s your sense of place?’ This question
caused some confusion so I suggested, ‘Perhaps you could create a map to answer that question?’
The table we were sitting at then quickly came to represent the business system and he made a map
of his place using coffee cups and glasses as representatives for the various elements and people
within his relationship system.

I asked him to place himself on the map first and gradually add more elements, including his team,
then the MD, and lastly the other departments. When placing his team on the map, he used a coffee
cup to represent them. I just asked, ‘Which way are the team looking?’

He looked at the cup and said that the team were looking away from him, to beyond the edge of
the table, beyond the business system. ‘What are they looking at?’ I asked. After a while and a little
hesitation he replied, ‘At their old boss.’

This was a revelation for him and provided the basis for a rich and fruitful discussion about his
own frustrations and difficulty in finding his authority since taking this role. It became clear to him
that his frustration was the main source of his aggressive behaviour.

By the end of this brief ‘chemistry check’ he was totally engaged with the insights that had
emerged, the process I had offered him, and therefore me as coach. This led to a high trust and a
rewarding coaching relationship and process, in which he made great progress. Even in that session I



got a tangible sense of an inner shift, which grew into a deep behavioural change that developed as
we worked together.

This example illustrates the simple elegance of this approach when applied
in selection meetings and the benefits it offers coaches and clients alike.
Gerry knows that the larger purpose of these sessions is to make a good
connection, a good chemistry, between the executive and their system, not
between the potential client and the coach. If you do one, the other follows
naturally.

This example also serves as a useful reminder of the frequency of the
system dynamics and behaviours that it revealed: exclusion, organizational
disrespect for contribution, identification, and burdened roles. Other case
studies in this book also bring this to light, and the frequency reflects the
number of times you are likely to come across this in coaching situations in
all kinds of contexts.

You’ll also see from these case studies that many examples demonstrate
an overlapping mix of the organizing forces. Once you become familiar
with the three system forces we’ve identified in this book, you will find it
easier and easier to work with them at the same time and see other forces,
first cousins of these three, starting to show their faces.

Agenda setting
Let’s look at an example of application in a situation where a client
approaches a system-orientated coach for a one-off clarifying session. In
this case an executive comes to a coaching session with a ‘presenting issue’
that soon turns into another issue altogether. This is a good example of the
use of a brief constellation combined with a system-orientated question to
illuminate the underlying truths and the real agenda.



Challenging for the truth
Coach: Jan Vos, executive coach, Madrid, Spain

Client: Cristina, executive in a large property company

Cristina, a senior manager for an international property group that offers real estate services and
investment management, had been assigned to a leading commercial centre in Madrid to improve
rentability/m2. Her role sat between the landlord of the venue and the head office of her company.

During a coaching session, she described a difficult situation and explained that she would like to
know what would be the best option for her. Cristina was working on a project that would be
interesting for the commercial centre, but was not, she felt, in line with the goals of her company. She
had doubts about sharing this information with her boss, especially because of the very different
vision they have about how to handle the landlord–service provider relationship.

I suggested using a tabletop constellation with the Carl Auer grey block figures (see photos and
Appendix for examples of these and other representative objects), to see what dynamics were playing
in this situation. Over some time she set up figures for herself, her boss, the company goals, the
project she was working on and the commercial centre. I asked Cristina to place her finger on the
different figures and feel each different piece in relation to the other pieces. It quickly became clear
that neither the representative element for the commercial centre, nor the one for the company goals,
were very interested in her or in the constellation! There was no energy there.

This was an unusual situation but, trusting the process, we continued. As an experiment I asked
Cristina to try changing the positions of some elements, but this didn’t seem to change anything.
There was still no energy in this part of the constellation. As part of a short series of interventions
and experiments, I invited her to place a representative for ‘something – we don’t know what it is’.

Then, very shortly after, something significant changed when I noticed the distance between her
and her boss, followed an intuition and asked her: ‘Do you respect your boss as your boss?’ Her
answer was quick: ‘Of course I respect my boss!’ But when I asked her to place her hand around the
object representing her and say: ‘You are my boss and I respect you fully for that,’ she wasn’t able to.
She just opened her mouth but nothing came out.

Instead of asking what this meant for her, I decided to leave her with just this. We talked a little
about acknowledging ‘what is’ in systems and the session ended. I told her not to think too much
about it for the next couple of weeks because there would probably be some inner work going on
during this time. She should not try to force anything, just go with the flow and pay attention to her
body and inner reflections.

Three weeks later I met Cristina again. It soon became clear that she had made a decision to leave
the company and that this was partly as a result of the constellation and her difficulty in saying the
words that respected ‘what is’. She was very clear-headed and also excited because of a job offer she
had just received. She explained that it was only now that she really understood and acknowledged



the previous situation and her position in it. Reflecting on the constellation together, we remembered
the lack of energy in some of the representative objects and the object that represented ‘something –
we don’t know what it is’, and discussed the clarity she now had about the meaning of all this.

In this example Jan stayed with the process, trusting that no information
was information in itself. He combined that with an observation and insight
that led to a question and so allowed the deeper truth to emerge. This was in
service of the wider system rather than the individual’s stated need or
presenting issue. This approach serves systems and the people in them well
and frees up both to act with integrity. Jan tells me that Cristina went on to a
company where she felt very much more in her ‘right place’, and that the
company she then respectfully left thanked her for her contribution and also
told her that she would be welcome back at any time.

Joining and leaving
When individuals don’t arrive well in an organizational system they may
never find their place. Joining is almost always connected to leaving. The
person who occupied the role before them, the one who came first, has an
impact, in the way they leave, on the one who joins.

In most cases it’s important to really acknowledge what the person who
is leaving has contributed. Even in circumstances when their contribution
was limited or compromised, it’s important to publicly thank them for what
they were able to contribute while also acknowledging that what they did
was not enough in other areas. This respect for what was given leaves the
path into the role clear and open for another person. In some circumstances,
it’s important to communicate that the person did not (or more likely was
not able to) make a full contribution and so it was better for the system that
they left. I’ve come across several examples of that in my work as a coach.



I was coaching a new CEO and he expressed his feelings of being ‘in the
mist’ in his new role, despite the fact that he had been the deputy CEO for
two years and felt more than able, as far as skills and experience were
concerned, to occupy the role and deliver on its objectives. I asked about
the way in which the previous CEO had left. It soon became clear that it
was sudden and recent, with the board asking her to leave with immediate
effect. This was followed by almost no communication about the change,
simply a mention in the company newsletter that the CEO had left and had
been replaced by the deputy.

This was a new coaching relationship and my client had little knowledge
of the systemic perspective. I shared with him the idea of acknowledging
what was contributed by his predecessor and he said: ‘I’d really struggle to
do that – she didn’t really make a contribution in her short time in role’.
This was said with humility and respect and was followed by an
explanation that they were in fact friends. Holding this confusion was
weighing heavily on him. So I asked about the way in which the previous
CEO had taken the role, joined the system, and it soon became clear that
she had applied for leadership of another division of the same company,
specializing in a different aspect of the business, and had only accepted the
CEO role under political pressure. In other words, she was fulfilling
someone else’s agenda and tried to occupy the role with that deep
compromise built in from the start. She never stood a chance of success
with that kind of hidden dynamic; the system health was bound to suffer
and, finally, eject the role holder.

So, to free the role up and allow my client to fully ‘take his place’, he
needed to break the company silence around the predecessor. He needed,
outside of the coaching, with the real people, to share with her and with all
others the truth of the appointment, the truth of the impossibility of
occupying the role successfully, and the fact that she would refuse to



collude with this kind of systemic secret-making. This worked well and the
system, and everyone in it, breathed out, and in again.

Leaving well

Few employers and fewer employees consider the importance of leaving a
system well, but for organizational system health it can be vital. As you
know, it’s connected to the organizing principle of TIME. What comes first
takes precedence over what follows in a system. Always. This is simple to
remember, but harder to implement in fast-moving, complex systems.

It’s of real value to coaching clients and the organizations that they are leaving if the coach is
aware of the importance of and potential damage caused by poor endings.

This means noticing when an individual’s contribution to the business isn’t
fully acknowledged when they leave. Noticing attempts to ‘forget’ all the
useful and valuable things someone has given to an organization. This often
happens when there have been behavioural or performance issues or a
change in leadership that has led to interpersonal tensions. Somebody who
was making a powerful contribution gradually (or sometimes very quickly)
becomes ‘persona non grata’ and exits. In the hurry to get them ‘out’, and to
‘move on’, they are ‘helped’ out in all kinds of ways. Few of the common
methods of doing so make any lasting or positive impact on the system and
organizational health.



Systems don’t tolerate ‘moving on’, ‘forgetting’ or otherwise excluding, and will entangle
another person in the resulting dynamics until the issue is properly attended to. Yet
organizations around the world still give people more money to leave than they did to join,
believing that this will help them to leave the organizational memory. It has exactly the
opposite effect on the system, which will ‘re-member’ them.

Organizations pay money to the very people they no longer want or need in
the belief that it will somehow keep them silent, and keep them out of the
system. In fact it risks simply deepening the connection. The case study
transcript, in a bespoke workshop environment, on the Business
Constellations website gives a vivid example of this in an international
consulting firm. In that example you can also see how simple, and cost-
effective, it can be to get somebody who has not delivered in crucial areas
to really leave a system with respect.

Joining and leaving are times when you are perhaps most likely to see the
most overt expressions of TIME, PLACE and EXCHANGE in evidence. If
a leader leaves in circumstances that ignore or violate these underlying
principles then they will not only leave behind them a role difficulty, but
also risk creating another one in the organization they join. This dynamic
can go on for years until it is identified and settled.

When coaching a senior leader who’s managing an ending, it’s useful for
them to know about this dynamic. In general, everybody who has employed
somebody else will, on prompting, be able to recall a significant number of
things that the person contributed before the reasons for them needing to
leave emerged. When the leader is back in touch with those contributions, a
new level of respect and understanding emerges. These qualities lead in turn
to a reconnection with the original levels of respect that the individual
earned on joining. Then the leader can have a conversation with the person
who needs to leave from a different standpoint, and this leads to partings



that are easier and relax the system. Psychological safety returns and the
new role holder is able to really occupy the authority required for success.

Additionally, the person who is leaving will naturally often have a wide
range of mixed feelings about leaving themselves. They’ve invested
themselves, often for years, in a job, a role, a career. They’ve ‘made it their
own’; they’ve given extra time, attention and care to ensure they did it as
well as they were able. And yet they are being asked to leave. It’s only
human to feel a degree of frustration or anger at being asked to leave, or
realizing that it would be best to leave. Organizational systems are powerful
and complex and are full of tensions, dynamics, hidden fears and loyalties.
Leaving brings up a lot of emotions for people, both those who are leaving
and those who are being left.

There are many, many circumstances associated with difficult leavings,
but no matter what leads to the leaving, it can still be achieved with a
mutual respect for what has been exchanged. This includes a respect for the
person at an individual level, a respect for the wider system needs, and a
respect for the truth around the reasons for departure.

~

A couple of years ago I was working with a woman at a senior level within
a significant organization with international reach. She was the head of the
largest division in the organization and had recently applied for the CEO
position of the whole group. After some time it became clear that she was
not going to be appointed and we began to process this, alongside her desire
to leave that system and take up an alternative position in another
organization.

In one session we looked together at the reasons why she had not been
successful. We got past the story of how things were (‘political’) to the
deeper truth that, at this time, with the needs of the organization as they
were, she was not in fact the best candidate. A distinguishing aspect of



systemic coaching is supporting clients to stand in the truth, the whole
system truth, of their situation. Acknowledging what is. Resisting the
temptation to get ‘seduced’ into stories and allow natural empathy to turn
into collusion. It’s important to be able to tolerate the truth and then help
your client to do so too. Done with respect for the difficulty of leadership
and the human condition, this always leads to growth, humility and
increased levels of emotional intelligence that serve the client well, usually
for years after.

Once this particular client was able to stand in this simple truth, it created
fresh energy to really look at what she’d achieved in her current role and
attend to a ‘good’ leaving. It also allowed the truth behind the story to fully
emerge – that she was a very popular and well-liked leader who many in the
organization would miss.

On asking her if she’d be willing to write something about this process to
share in this book, this is what she wrote. It’s her personal experience of a
systemic coaching approach and a brief constellation.

Leaving well
Coach: John Whittington

Client: Anonymous

(Case study written by the client)

My decision to leave a job I really enjoyed was made after careful thought and a realization that I
was not actually ready to take on the top role. This simple truth settled me and, after a short while, I
actually felt good about not getting the job. However, I was still anxious about leaving what felt like
a safe, ‘family-style’ environment I had created and about the next role in another organization.

It was useful to be invited to go back, in that session, before moving forwards again; in fact this
made a difference that has impacted all the moves I’ve made since. The mapping exercise helped me
understand the sense of loss I was feeling about leaving, explore what those feelings were really
connected to and then explore the leaving in a much more thoughtful way. In fact the way that I



subsequently handled it all also helped my colleagues, many of whom, it became clear, were sorry to
see me go.

I set the representatives up showing me in the centre at the front, with my partner one side and
‘being me’ the other, as the job had very much enabled me to be fully myself in it. This was a useful
reminder in itself. Close behind I placed a number of objects to embody a range of feelings such as
validation, working relationships, a sense of family, security and belonging. These were the things I
identified as those I would miss most, along with three particular members of my team who I was
very close to.

Acknowledging to myself the importance of the qualities I’d been able to access and manifest in
this job helped me understand better the emotion I was feeling in ‘losing’ them. And, actually, it
wasn’t so much the job I would miss as the team culture or ‘spirit’ I had created, which was so
important to me. But I was also able to see just how much this job had given me. It had allowed me
to return to myself, my full professional competence and expertise, almost without compromise. And
I’d enjoyed the journey very much, and it was good to feel so proud of all that I’d achieved. My
initial confusion at not getting the job was turning into something much more useful – a sense of
pleasure about moving on to something new and a growing sense that I could leave all the value I had
created in the business, but take with me all the qualities and relationship values I had fostered and
been allowed to foster while in the role.

This process also changed my attitude to the organization and I found myself remembering all the
good things, all the opportunities it had created for me, the many friends I’d made, and the much
wider network of contacts in this particular sector. Yes, they’d given me a lot too. This really was
feeling like a good balance of ‘giving and receiving’, as you would say.

This in turn led to a very respectful leaving where both ‘sides’ were able to really acknowledge
what had been exchanged and all the good relationships could continue, even grow, with the less
good ones left respectfully behind. It felt really ‘complete’ by the end of what was a great leaving
process – and party!

Back to the session itself, I remember how I moved the representatives to the final configuration,
which enabled me to move forward and out into the front. I was ready to face what was then a rather
uncertain future, knowing that all that experience, support and resource was behind me and still there
in place. This may have looked like a simple movement of those representative pieces but it actually
had a profound impact on how I saw myself, my relationship with my team, how I planned my
leaving speech and how I approached my next job.

It changed what could have become a sense of sourness and loss into a celebration of what had
actually been a hugely successful period for me. I was able to leave while wishing them all well and
taking a new sense of myself, as well as a deeper understanding of systems, into my next role.



It’s relatively unusual to get an opportunity to work with a senior executive
in this crucial transition phase, at least for me, so it was a particular
pleasure to support this client with system insights through this leaving
process. There was a strong sense that the work she was doing was
supporting health in a number of systems: the one she was leaving, the one
she joined and others she may join in the future. This client, now thriving as
the CEO of another organization, went on to share how she now pays
particular attention to ‘joinings and leavings’ in her new role, having
experienced first-hand the benefits of getting it ‘right’.

Leaving a system in a way that supports organizational system health is a
delicately balanced matter that often has a profound influence on everyone
in the system, as well as the one or ones who leave. In a coaching session or
a constellation workshop where a senior executive is sharing their
difficulties with taking their authority, it’s common to discover that the
person who occupied the role before them left under difficult
circumstances, or often hasn’t really left the system at all. Their influence is
still very much alive in the system, even though at a contractual or legal
level they appear to have left.

Working as a coach to support people to leave well is always particularly
satisfying, as you can feel the system settle around them. This leaves their
role truly available for the next person, and leaves them free to move on to
a new organization or role.

~

In coaching sessions where you come across this situation it can be useful
to offer your client phrases to say out loud that address the underlying
balancing forces. For example, when working with somebody who is
planning to leave an organization and who feels embittered, exhausted or
otherwise reluctant to look back with respect, you can invite them to say to
the company (using a representative object like a pot plant, a Post-it note on



the wall or floor markers if this helps them focus): ‘Everything I’ve given
you – my time, my experience, my hard work – you may keep.’ And then
also: ‘Some of it was painful, some of it joyful and everything I’ve learnt
while working for you I’ll keep and make good use of in the future. Thank
you.’ This ritualized dialogue around the principle of EXCHANGE
supports a more settled system and allows for bigger conversations and
fewer entanglements.



Application in leadership development
coaching
Much executive coaching is concerned with developing self-awareness,
emotional intelligence and leadership presence. While constellations were
originally developed and have built their reputation around ‘issue
resolution’, ie specific challenges faced by an individual or team, they also
offer a rich source of fresh information and resource as part of leadership
developmental interventions. The following examples are some of the more
common applications in this context and show how this approach can often
act as a catalyst for developmental coaching to have its full effect. You may
also like to review the ‘double-blind’ constellation on page 221 (the case
study Looking for Leadership) in Chapter 11.

Delegation
I recently came across a situation where a leader who was otherwise
delivering good results had great difficulty delegating and was at risk of
burning out as a result. Inviting him to choose an object to represent
himself, I followed that with an invitation to choose another object to
represent his direct reports. He set them up and reported feeling ‘proud of
them, but stuck’. In that same moment he had an insight: without me
making any further intervention, he said: ‘Oh, I just remembered.’ With that
he took another, larger object and placed it right behind him. ‘My old boss
couldn’t delegate either!’ he said as he ‘looked’ up at the old boss from his
representative position. This led to a conversation about the influence of his
former boss, his loyalty to him and his difficulty of reporting into him when
his delegation skills were so underdeveloped.



I invited him to place something behind his old boss that represented the
resources and skills he would have liked him to have had in order to
develop his delegation skills. This led to a very private process that had a
deep resonance for the client. Suffice to say that the very brief mapping of
the system issues around his dilemma about delegation shifted something in
him, which we may not have got to through coaching dialogue alone.

By offering short sentences that included ‘You couldn’t, and so it was
difficult for me’ and later ‘I will try a different way,’ he was able to
internalize an integration of acknowledgement, respect and new behaviour.
This brief intervention, informed by the principles and practices of this
approach, allowed us to move back into a coaching conversation where we
could look at the subject of delegation in a new light and then also apply a
more traditional framework and approach to the subject in detail.

360-degree feedback
It’s possible to use the processes of this approach, combined with the stance
and your emerging insights into systems, to support and bring to life other
frameworks and methodologies. This especially applies to those that often
involve a lot of talking and risk staying at the level of the head and the
rational mind. This exercise, designed to bring 360-degree feedback to life,
gives your client an embodied experience of the feedback, and so they are
more likely to take it in a way that will stay with them and to make good
use of it.



A 360-degree feedback exercise
Use this exercise when working with a client who is facing into some challenging 360-degree
feedback. Find a large enough floor space and then invite them to stand up in the middle of the
free space. You then place four large sheets of paper around them on the floor, on the four
‘compass points’.

Name and write on the paper to the client’s left (west on a compass, 9 o’clock on a clock
face): ‘Affirming feedback’. Name and write on the paper to the client’s right (east on a
compass, 3 o’clock on a clock face): Developmental feedback’.

As they are standing in the centre, invite your client to look to their left, to the sheet, and
summarize their sense of the affirming feedback. Support them to recall all the positive
feedback they received and help them internalize it. You can do this in part through using the
kind of brief statements, the language of systems, that you are now familiar with to
acknowledge the truths they recognize.

You can conclude this first part by inviting the client to look at the affirming feedback
‘place’ and say something along the lines of: ‘Thank you’. Those two words can shift
someone from disassociation or rejection of the positive feedback to a powerful internal
experience and acceptance.

Repeat this process with the marker to their right, the developmental feedback. Following
your sense of the best brief acknowledging sentences (to assist an integration of the feedback),
you can conclude this part by inviting the client to look at the development ‘place’ and offer
something along these lines: ‘Thank you. I’ll use what I’ve learnt here.’

Now write on the piece of paper in front of them (north on a compass, 12 o’clock on a clock
face): ‘The opportunity’. Invite them to step forward and write down two or three bullet points
of ideas about the opportunity that this balance of feedback presents.

Finally, invite them to return to the centre and look again at all three places. Then ask them
to look behind them and share with you what ‘hidden resources’ they have that they can
access to help ensure they are able to maximize the opportunity. This usually leads to a period
of quiet reflection while they dig down and find long forgotten and otherwise hidden
resources. They may also, along the way, remember and articulate more obvious conscious
resources. Include them all.

Invite them to write on that sheet what hidden resources they have realized are available to
them. Now you can invite them to pick up the piece of paper with the hidden resources written
on it and take it with them as they stand in the middle again.

Conclude the exercise in an appropriate way, for example by inviting them to look around,
take it all in and then, if appropriate, step towards the opportunity.



It’s possible to facilitate that exercise using objects on the tabletop, but it
tends to be one of the exercises that offers more if you and your client stand
up and work at a more embodied level. Like all the exercises offered here it
is likely to develop a life of its own and you will find ways of enhancing it
to suit your clients and your own style.

Goal-setting
Another question I often hear is how to integrate this approach alongside a
preference for goal-setting. Systemic coaching and constellations are
solutions-orientated but sit at the other end of the coaching spectrum from
goal-setting. Or so it appears. However, many coach facilitators find that
setting up a map of the goal can be an extremely useful way of revealing
blocks and hidden loyalties on the path. Further, a constellation around a
goal can be used to find fresh resources within the system, so that the
chances of reaching the goal are greatly increased.

A framework for a constellation form that you can use when goal-setting,
when goal-setting needs to be set in a larger context, or when a previously
set goal or objective is not being reached is shown in the figure on page
182. The goal-setting constellation visualized here includes a number of
options that you can include when working with a client who is clarifying
their path to a particular goal or objective. When you try it with a client, or
try it for yourself, I’d recommend using floor markers and standing in each
place, using the full length of the room you are working in (the larger the
better).

Start by setting out the goal, the place for you or the client, and then an
obstacle between them in whatever feels like the right place for the goal you
are thinking about. These are indicated on the illustration by the rectilinear
shapes. So, you now have a ‘classic’ map of a goal.

Now, let’s take a brief tour of the various additional elements that can be
offered in addition. These are indicated on the graphic by the four circular



shapes. On some occasions it may be appropriate to include all of them in
the goal-setting exercise, though that’s unusual. You will know what’s
appropriate and in what order as you work with your client.

For the purposes of this explanation, free of the context of a particular
client or issue, let’s start with the floor marker for ‘what’s excluded’, by
which we mean ‘what’s excluded by this goal’. This follows the principle
that if you give everything a place, so nothing is excluded, then the system
comes into coherence and can settle into a dynamic balance and move
forwards. It’s always fascinating to see what emerges when you invite your
client to consider what their goal excludes. It often reveals a block to
reaching the goal that they and the goal-setting process are trying to ignore
or exclude. This tends to make contact with the goal deeper. Try this
yourself and see what emerges for you.



 

Then, following the same principle, move on to the ‘hidden benefit’ of
the block to reaching the goal. The flip side of the apparent conscious block
to reaching the goal may be very valuable. This idea may already be



familiar to you, but working in this way allows the client to really stand in
that aspect and dig into the hidden benefit of the block.

Next is the third option, the ‘hidden loyalty’. You may like to introduce
that to your client as ‘the hidden or secret benefit of not reaching your
goal’. This often brings a smile to the face of the client as they recognize
and reveal the ‘secret reason’ they may already be struggling to set off on
the journey towards the goal. This is a systemic dynamic or entanglement,
as the hidden loyalty is one that will probably be an unconscious loyalty
within their system of relationships, an idea you are now familiar with.

Finally, as is often the case in effective goal-setting, a larger goal comes
into focus as a result of standing in the truth of your current, conscious goal.
This can be given a place in this exercise with the floor marker for ‘What’s
possible’, meaning what else is possible as a result of reaching this goal –
what larger purpose or further goal emerges.

This simple goal constellation has been an illuminating process for the
coaches and clients who have used it. One of the reasons for this is that it
embraces one of the fundamental principles of this approach: everything
has a place. By including a representative for ‘what’s excluded by this
goal’, you are allowing everything to have a place. This allows a bigger and
clearer picture to emerge without the accidental exclusion that can pull
energy away from the goal. By including a representative for hidden
benefits of the block, you are allowing yourself and your client to remember
that the solution to most system problems or blocks lies within the same
system, hidden under or as part of the apparent obstacle. And by placing a
representative for the hidden benefit of not reaching the goal, the ‘hidden
loyalty’, you surface the unconscious connection, the unseen payoff – often
a deep loyalty in another system to something the client is partly entangled
with but may not have previously fully acknowledged.

You will have already realized that this element, the one that illuminates
the hidden loyalty, is one of the main blocks to behavioural change. For



example, when the objective of the coaching is a significant behavioural
change, some coaching approaches hope to drive this by modelling and
encouraging the client towards it. The approach described here offers an
alternative and complementary intervention if that doesn’t work or endure.
In this way the real source of the unspoken resistance to change is
respectfully surfaced. Once revealed it can be illuminated and, if
appropriate, resolved.

If you are feeling familiar with this methodology and comfortable
enough to try using some of the sentences designed to illuminate and
resolve system entanglements, then this may be a good opportunity to offer
something. For example, the hidden loyalty option often reveals a deep
connection to a person close to the client who wasn’t able to enjoy the
options that the client has access to. Because of their need to remain
‘innocent’ to that conscience group, to stay loyal, to protect their belonging,
they feel unable to reach out and move towards their goal. To do so would
mean they have to suffer the guilt. This is the power of hidden loyalties.

If that’s the case then you might offer a sentence, as your client looks
back towards the hidden loyalty floor marker, similar to this: ‘Please smile
on me as I take a different path/explore options that were not possible for
you/reach for this, my goal.’ If it’s a family connection and therefore a deep
loyalty that they need to honour in order to become free, then you can offer
this sort of sentence structure also: ‘What’s possible here for me I will move
towards gladly – and will do so in your honour.’ This sets the behavioural
change in a completely different context, beyond right and wrong.

Finally, as one further option in this exercise you can add, in a place that
feels true for the client, a floor marker for ‘what’s really distracting me’.
This tends to surface a more conscious but unspoken distraction or block
that the client feels embarrassed or ashamed of, but that may be the route to
resolution of this particular challenge.



You can safely experiment with these options as long as you can hold a
respectful, non-directive space for the client to explore in, as any coach
should be able to do with ease. And this exercise is one that you can gain
great benefit from by doing it yourself using your own goals, objectives and
behavioural change. Enjoy experimenting and be prepared for a few
surprises!

Difficult conversations
On a number of occasions it’s likely that you will come across a client
session in which the client needs to prepare themself for a difficult
conversation. They are perhaps nervous, and sometimes angry or resentful.
There are many well-known and useful methods designed to support this
situation, and the systemic approach can also play a role.

Role-play can be a useful tool to use in this situation, but the risks
include getting unintentionally caught up in the argument or ‘taking sides’
in terms of either your attitude or tone of voice. Role-play can work but it is
often coming from an individual, actual or imagined story perspective and
may entangle coach and coachee.

An exercise you can try is to ask your client to sit or stand directly
opposite a representative for the person with whom they need to have the
challenging conversation. If sitting, this can be another chair; if standing, a
floor marker and the use of ‘the cataleptic hand’ technique described in
Chapter 13 works well. Then facilitate the exchange but at the level of the
system truths, not the story and opinions. In other words, don’t get into long
dialogue and exchanges of opinion but offer alternatives that bring the
truths in the system to light. Use sentences that acknowledge what is, then
turn the heat up on the system dynamic (often very different to the apparent
one), and then offer sentences that allow for a respectful real-world
conversation.



An understanding of the difference between primary and secondary
feelings is useful here. Primary feelings are those feelings that arrive and
are felt first. They are the instinctive responses that mean, for example, that
if we are threatened we feel fear. However, the primary feeling only
remains for a while, sometimes literally only a few moments. It will often
quickly surface as another emotion – anger, for example. This is commonly
understood but the understanding is not always applied in coaching.
Working in this way allows you to support your clients’ access and work
safely with their primary feelings.

The challenge with secondary feelings is that they disguise the primary
feeling, making it seem like one thing when it is really another. This makes
the job of identifying the first feeling harder. The secondary feelings are
often a result of much thinking and confusion. They may deepen and get
more and more entangled as they develop over time. People can stay in
secondary emotions for a very long time, sometimes their whole life. They
provide a misty picture of the individual’s mental processing of the first
emotion and the underlying emotion may come back as a surprise to them.

It’s commonly understood that to blindly accept the secondary emotion
may be to miss what’s really going on. The special language of systemic
coaching, expressed through the short phrases or ‘sentences’ and the
methodology of constellations, offers one of the most effective methods for
reaching and expressing these primary feelings. It’s this shift from
secondary to primary feelings that’s essential when offering sentences in
circumstances where there are likely to be many emotions mixed up with
the essential content. This understanding and the application of system-
orientated sentences are a powerful combination when preparing a client for
a difficult conversation.



Application in coaching sessions with two
people
The constellations methodology can be used to support clarity between two
people as well as teams and whole organizational systems. Before we look
at team application, let’s take a look at the application of this approach
when illuminating role clarity between two senior leaders.

Finding my place
Coach/facilitator: Katia del Rivero Vargas, coach and consultant, Mexico City

Client: Two directors who are also close friends

Context

I was called to have a meeting with two area directors of an international organization based here in
South America. Both had recently been appointed to their positions, and both had been working in
the organization for around eight years. Before starting in their relatively new positions they had also
both had management positions in the areas in which they were now directors. They had a good
professional relationship marked by service, mutual support and high achievement, and had become
good friends after several years of professional success. The reason I was called was that after taking
the positions as directors, they began to have professional friction – so severe that it put the
credibility of their new positions, their results and their personal relationship in danger.

The constellation

In the private session with them both, I asked them to make four cards – two each – with the name of
their role on one and their own name on the other. Then I asked them to place these cards according
to their relationship. Where were their roles? Where were they? How did this reflect their current
issue and connection?

First they positioned the cards for their roles, which they placed quite a distance apart and opposite
each other. Then they positioned themselves, in relationship to their roles, and to my surprise placed
them exactly opposite the role that they actually occupied.

When I asked them how they could explain why they had placed themselves in opposite positions,
they both replied that in practice they were performing each other’s roles more than the tasks



ascribed to their own roles. In fact, at this point they realized that this was the reason for the
problems they had, though they weren’t sure how they could have ended up in this strange position.
So, my next question for each one individually was: how did you get into your current role?

Director A said that she had come to her role on the recommendation of the previous director in
that role, who had hired her eight years earlier. This previous director had decided to retire and leave
the company, and as a farewell had recommended her for the position. So I asked her to make a new
card with the name of the previous director and place it on the table. As she did so, she also removed
the card of Director B and placed the card next to her place.

When I asked Director B how she got to her role, she mentioned that there had been a previous
director who was very difficult to work with and had apparently committed various injustices against
the staff. Director B, who had been part of that team, decided to get involved with a group of
personnel filing a formal complaint with the management. As a result of this and other complaints,
the previous director had been removed from her position. The role that she had occupied, the
director’s position, was offered to Director B, who had accepted. So I asked Director B to make a
card representing the previous director and place it on the table. She made a similar movement to
Director A. She removed the card representing Director A, putting in its place the previous director,
and put the card representing Director A next her to her own position.

I asked them what this meant to them. Director A responded that she felt a great weight in the
position of the director; she felt that she didn’t belong there because her previous director had been a
great leader and she felt she could ‘never take her place’. Director B responded differently, saying
that she felt very guilty, that she had not supported the letter of complaint with the intention of having
her manager leave, only to bring the problems to light so they could be resolved.

Movement to solution

After listening to them both, I asked Director A to look at the piece of paper that represented her
former boss and to thank her for at least three things that she had taught her. After some reflection
she said: ‘Thank you for choosing me from amongst so many candidates; the opportunity has made
me grow, learn and have a job that I like. Thank you for everything you taught me; you were my first
boss and everything I know is thanks to your dedication and commitment to my learning. Thank you
for everything you did in this area, because now it is much easier to continue to work.’

I asked her to take some moments in the position of the previous director and share what she
thought she would say. Her response was that ‘she is very proud of me, and this is no longer her
place’. So I asked her to return to her own position, to look again at the place of the previous director,
and to tell her: ‘Please, look on me kindly if I take the job and, in honour of you and how much you
gave me, I will do something good with it.’ After this, without being asked, she moved places,
leaving the previous director behind her and taking her own place in her own role with a new dignity
and calm.

Then I asked Director B to tell her previous boss: ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want them to fire you.’ She
then added of her own accord: ‘… and I feel very guilty about having your job.’ After that, I asked
her to take the place of the previous director and asked what Director B thought her former boss



might answer. She said: ‘It was nothing personal.’ At this moment she left that place and started to
cry, saying that it hadn’t been personal and that in fact they had had quite a good relationship.

So, I asked her to look at the place of the previous director and thank her for three valuable things
that she had taught her. She said: ‘Thank you for being the boss that you were, because I learnt what I
don’t like to do. Thank you because I learnt a lot from you about this business and know what I know
thanks to you. Thank you because when you left you said goodbye and told me that everything was
fine with me.’

When she had finished, I suggested that if she liked she could say the following phrase: ‘If it is
possible for you, look kindly on me if I take the job and do something good with it in honour of your
contribution.’ On saying this, she moved again and responded that this was what the previous
director had asked on leaving: that she do something good with the post. Then she took the place of
the previous director and put it behind her, carefully and with respect, and then little by little moved
into her own position.

I asked them both to take a few seconds to return again to those who had previously held their
positions, to take a few seconds for what they needed: to look, to thank them again, whatever they
felt they needed to complete this process. After several minutes of silence and shared glances, each
returned to her place. When they returned they expressed in unison: ‘Now I can see you!’

To close the process, I asked them to express gratitude for each other’s support and willingness to
try to take on the duties of the other, given that neither of them were able to take their own positions.

Burdened positions
This case study is a good example of what a ‘burdened position’ looks like
in an organization. When people take up and occupy a role, they may not be
aware of the history of that role. Feeling strangely unable to really fill the
role or struggling to find their authority, they may believe that it’s their own
lack of experience or competence. That may be a factor but other dynamics
are usually at play, as we can see in this example.

This kind of entanglement with the system dynamics, an unspoken or
unexpressed admiration and thanks or, at the other end of this colourful
spectrum, guilt and shame towards the previous occupant, is common. In
the case above it’s touching that from the desire to resolve this, both people
changed places in an unspoken way, so that they could continue to operate



and contribute. But that leads to friction, loss of place and, if left for too
long, a risk of burn-out.

When people do this in organizations, it is as if they are saying: ‘I’ll do it
for you’ and it’s just the kind of hidden dynamic that systemic coaching and
the application of constellations methodology can illuminate and resolve.
Only by seeing the whole picture, honouring the history of the role and
those that occupied it, can leaders really bring themselves fully to the
organizational system. As systemic coaches it’s our role to help them
identify these deep and hidden entanglements.

Application in three-way sessions
This way of listening, thinking and working, combined with the mapping
techniques that begin each constellation, can provide a useful focus for
three-way meetings when you have a coachee and their manager in the
room. As they are still at an early stage of the coaching journey, this context
presents a good opportunity to look at any differences in the internal maps
each person holds of the coachee’s place in the organization and the key
developmental issues.

Using Post-its or other objects, you can invite one and then the other
(depending on the context and circumstances) to create a map of their place
in the system as they experience it. This is useful when the brief is about a
sense of losing place or authority in role but it’s also just a very useful and
illuminating way of respectfully surfacing some of the deeper issues to do
with their system. After some review and discussion of the map of Post-its
or objects, invite the line manager to repeat the same exercise from their
perspective, placing the coachee in the system in a way that embodies their
inner picture.

You can significantly lighten the load for coaching clients who are
feeling overwhelmed by developmental demands when you illuminate the
system dynamics and separate them from the personal and interpersonal in



this way. This provides clarity and differentiation between what belongs in
the organizational system and what belongs at the personal or professional
development level.

As with all mapping and constellations, I’d encourage you to invite your
client to take pictures on their mobile phone of each stage. It’s particularly
useful doing this in this three-way context, as it leaves you all with the two
inner images of ‘how it is’ and sets a rich coaching agenda. This image can
then be reviewed in a closing session with the line manager and the exercise
repeated if appropriate to map what’s changed.

Resourcing clients in one-to-one coaching
Many coaching sessions reveal a need for fresh inner resourcing for the
client. The use of the systems perspective and methodology can be useful
here as it allows the coach and client to come out of their heads again and
tap into another way of finding resources, in the space around them.

The following exercise creates a kind of multi-dimensional constellation
all around the client, providing a physical embodiment of the resources
available to them within the system. This is particularly useful when
resourcing yourself or a client to support a developmental journey or
objective.



A resourcing exercise for you and your clients
This is a resourcing exercise that allows you to use the physical space around you to place
each resource, with yourself or your client as the central focus. So, when you find yourself or
your client reflecting on a situation in which you feel under-resourced, try the following.

Stand up and face towards something (a Post-it note on the wall or a floor marker, for
example) that represents, for you, the situation or person that evokes this feeling of being ill-
equipped and under-resourced. Take a moment to allow the feelings of this relationship to
develop in you.

After a while, reflect on what resource you need most; what quality or mental, emotional or
physical resource would be of most value to you, even though you may imagine you have no
access to it. Let’s imagine it might be something abstract like ‘wisdom’. In this example,
simply write the word ‘wisdom’ down on a sticky Post-it note.

Now find a place for the sticky note in the space around you. There is a lot of space around
you and each place will have meaning. There will be a ‘right place’ for your Post-it note that
only you will know as you feel into it.

I remember the first time I tried this with a client, a senior executive leader in a large
corporate: she placed the first sticky note on her forehead. I was tempted to laugh because it
surprised me and, frankly, looked funny. But this exact place was very important to the client
and brought tears to her eyes as she connected into what that meant for her. In an instant she
had connected to a quality she had thought eluded her, but found that it had a place within her;
a place, once remembered, that she could access with ease.

Repeat this process, slowly, with each resource you identify. You can also respectfully
suggest some ideas in line with what you know of your client and their developmental
journey. It’s often the case that they end up with Post-its around the room, under their feet,
behind them or in their pockets.

As with all these exercises, it’s useful to have tried it yourself first, and as all of us coaches
need resourcing in order to be fully present and available to our clients, this simple exercise
can be very helpful. You can try it before meeting with a coachee who you find particularly
challenging, for example. Identify a door or picture on the wall opposite you to represent them
and then stand and face it. Gradually identify resources you need to strengthen you, resources
that allow you to stand in your competence and experience as a coach, and find a place for
each.

You may like to end this exercise by making a ‘tour’ of each of your resources. Simply look
at each Post-it note, reflect on what it is offering you, adjust its position if needed, and try
saying something to each that embodies the sense of resourcing. I’ve been privileged to
witness clients say ‘Thank you for being there, I’d forgotten you,’ or simply ‘Thank you’. The
sentences or brief words come naturally if they are going to and can be a vitally important part
of the integration process.



If you have the space and the Post-it notes are spread around the room, you can also go and
stand in the place of each resource and look back at yourself, perhaps offering a sentence like:
‘I’m always here for you’ and see what impact that has. You can also experiment with
sentences like: ‘You will have to look at me, and remember me, if you are to have access to
me as a resource’.

You can also make a quick drawing of the map you have created to support your recall of
this spatial relationship model. Many clients take photos of these resourcing maps on their
phones spontaneously, as well as keeping the Post-its.

As we complete this introductory tour of application in one-to-one
coaching, let’s take a look at one more case study. This one explores the
application of tabletop constellations combined with sentences and
movement to illuminate and disentangle a complex situation that goes well
beyond the individual.

No heart
Coach/facilitator: Judy Wilkins-Smith, coach and trainer, Tyler, Texas, USA

Client: ‘Harry’, the CEO of a US manufacturing company

I was invited to meet with the CEO of a manufacturing company. On the outside it appeared to have
the qualities of a flourishing company but it was ailing. In particular, the production department was
losing personnel at what was described as ‘an alarming rate’. At his request we met in the conference
room at the heart of the company building.

As I arranged my papers and markers on the large conference table, Harry moved to three different
chairs before settling on a fourth at the head of the table. I wondered out loud why they were so
uncomfortable that he had to move and was struck by the grimace on his face and the way he moved
his chair to one side of the top position. ‘I’m still trying to get used to this,’ he muttered.

This sounded like a message from his ‘place’ in the system, so I offered him this sentence: ‘I can’t
get used to this position; I can’t find my place.’ He nodded as he said the words and told me he had
been the VP of production, the department that was now struggling. He was conflicted about whether
to go back and save his department or honour this CEO position.



Aware of not exploring systems without permission, I asked if the founder had given his consent
for us to take a look at the situation. He nodded but there was a tightness to his response and I asked
him to place a chair to his right to represent the founder. He placed the chair behind him, to one side,
then moved it right back against the wall. After some hesitation he also turned it to face the wall
before resuming his seat, running his hands through his hair with a look of defeat. ‘He’s lost the will
to even be around and it’s a shame. This was… is… a great company.’

Again I noticed the ambivalence and commented that he seemed unsure whether his former
department or indeed the company would survive. ‘Not at the rate everyone keeps leaving.’ He
shrugged his shoulders and blew out a heavy breath. ‘I’ve been here 20 years and counting…’

‘And counting…?’
‘… down the days to retirement in case I can’t save it.’
He kept looking around him and it became clear to me that something or someone was missing. He

repeated his sense of struggle between his loyalty to the company and to his department, referring to
both as though they were people.

At my suggestion, he set up markers for the VP of production, the team leader and the team itself.
They were all facing in the same direction and not in contact with one another. I asked who they
might be looking for.

Harry immediately leaned forward and placed a marker in front of them, identifying the marker as
himself. His breathing slowed and deepened.

‘I like it there,’ he acknowledged. ‘This feels right.’
We sat for a while so that he could really feel the weight of what he’d said, even though it did

nothing to lessen the tension. Then I asked him to identify the members of the executive team and set
up markers for each of them.

The markers I use have a way to indicate direction so that I have a clear view of the way each one
is facing. I am often struck by the ease with which clients transfer characteristics onto these markers.
It’s a relief, as though the truth can emerge more easily when places or roles are represented, rather
than personalities.

Harry chose markers for the roles of Founder, CEO, HR, VPs for sales, marketing and production,
and finally, CFO. He used a second marker for himself, as the CEO, without removing the marker for
his position as leader of the production team. I indicated a line between the two positions and
suggested he point to where he was drawn. He stopped midway but looking at his team, and still
couldn’t remove either marker.

The positions of the executive team were almost identical to that of the production team. I asked
him to sit back and take a look and he could see it immediately. As is often the case, what shows up
in a junior department may actually be a representation of what’s happening higher up.

‘Just like the production team, the executive team is also looking for someone… and you don’t
seem to know where you belong,’ I offered.

‘Nobody knows where they belong any more,’ Harry said slowly as he looked at all the markers.
‘We’re all out of place. It’s chaos. I didn’t want this position but it was my turn. We’ve all had a go at
it.’ He nodded at the executive team.

‘Go at what?’ I wasn’t sure what he meant.



‘Being the CEO. Trying to save the company. But none of us can put the heart back into it. We’ve
all tried but after about nine months we can’t go on. I am at the eighth month and the stress is
unbearable.’

‘Who’s the “it”? And what happened?’ Again I indicated the empty space in front of the executive
team.

Harry stared at the empty space for quite a while. The heaviness in the room was palpable and I
wondered if we might stall here. However, the silence gave the issue a chance to clarify and find its
voice.

‘Jim left,’ Harry said, as he reached for a marker and placed it in the empty space in front of the
executive team. Immediately there was a change. He sat back in his chair, breathing out deeply. His
entire focus had suddenly shifted to the 3D map in front of him. The person who was missing had
been identified.

He looked at Jim’s marker and then began to sneak a look at the marker for the founder, then back
at Jim. It took a while before he could really look at the founder, and a little longer for a measure of
respect to creep in. It was as though he was finally looking at what had happened and feeling its
effects instead of ignoring it and trying to simply fix what was broken. After a long while, he leaned
forward and placed Jim closer to the executive team with the founder at his back.

‘This is how it was,’ he said. ‘We were a thriving company with a great culture, until four years
ago. A rival got wind of our new product and our founder heard that they were trying to design a
competitive product.’

I waited.
‘He accused Jim of leaking trade secrets to them. Jim put his heart into that product and this

company and we thrived. He would never have sabotaged any of it!’
Now I knew who the ‘heart’ of the company was.
‘We beat the competition to market. That product is our finest piece… but for some reason… it

just doesn’t do as well as it should.’ He stopped and looked up at me as a thought struck him. ‘Jim
was the production VP before he was promoted to CEO. In fact… he conceptualized the original
product.’

His attention was drawn back to the spatial map in front of him. ‘We all tried to reason with the
founder but he was convinced that Jim wanted to take the product and run. Nine months later he fired
him. They marched him out the door like a criminal. He left town soon afterwards.’

Harry’s face was heavy with the loss. I asked him to touch Jim’s marker and try these words:
‘When you lost your place, the company lost its “heart” – and we all stopped breathing.’

The relief at expressing what he’d been containing was evident.
‘You keep telling me that you’ve all tried to save the company,’ I ventured, ‘and that after nine

months you have to leave…’
‘… but it’s really Jim we keep trying to save, isn’t it?’ Harry leaned forward. ‘We keep trying to

fill his shoes but the truth is – it never feels right. It’s not our place – just like this place…’ he
touched the CEO’s position ‘… isn’t mine either. When I took the position my department said
they’d lost their direction and heart too.’



I suggested that he say to the marker representing Jim: ‘We all lost our places and we don’t have
the heart to go on.’

Harry complied and his shoulders tightened. It was clear that there was a lot of emotion in the
words and for the first time a conscious acknowledgement of what had happened. The truth had been
spoken exactly as it was. Now it needed a place to go. I asked if Jim had ever received recognition
for the product. Harry shook his head and his eyes widened. ‘No he didn’t and none of us can really
look at that product. We always feel guilty about it. We have a market winner and all he received in
return for it was an unfair dismissal.’

I briefly explained how, when success is achieved at the expense of another, the system will look
for ways to restore the balance. Failure to do so may result in inexplicable failure of a role,
department or product associated with the person who paid an unfair price.

Harry pointed to the founder. ‘He hasn’t been able to show his face here since. He’s a good man
but he made a mistake and then he didn’t know what to do about it. Jim really was the heart of the
company.’

The repetition of the word ‘heart’, the other words Harry had offered, and the picture in front of us
all pointed to a loss of life force. It seemed that the company had no will to live. I could see that
Harry was stuck but open. I had him connect with Jim’s marker again and I offered the words: ‘We
see you in the product you gave us, every day. That is your place. Please bless us when we all take
our own places and do something good with your gift. In your honour we will help it to thrive. When
your heart beats in this product… we can all breathe.’

Harry couldn’t get the words out of his mouth fast enough. For the first time his smile reached
beyond his mouth and lit up his eyes. He took a brightly coloured marker, pronounced it ‘Product’,
and set it down in front of the production team.

I asked if anything needed to change or move and he began rearranging the markers, sighing with
relief when he removed his marker as CEO. He turned Jim to face the representative for the product
and smiled broadly.

‘With a piece of Jim here, I could really take my place and make this product shine,’ he said
enthusiastically, giving himself permission to really look at the product for the first time. ‘Everyone
will be pleased to get back into their own positions too. The new VP of production was furious when
we promoted him… Jim got fired after he was promoted.’

I was curious as to what had allowed Harry to remove his marker as CEO.
‘I can do something here,’ he said enthusiastically, pointing to the production department. ‘Over

there I just feel ready to leave.’
Harry had identified both his true position and perhaps a hidden loyalty to Jim or Jim’s position in

the wanting to leave… after nine months, like Jim had been forced to do.
I asked him to identify the original trauma in the system and without hesitation he placed the

founder and Jim opposite each other. He sucked in a deep breath and I asked him to move his own
marker closer and then further away. After a while, he moved his marker all the way back to his team
and then looked up at me.

‘This is not my problem, is it?’ he said suddenly. ‘I can’t resolve this. None of us can.’



‘What can you take care of?’ I asked. Harry turned his marker to face the product and his
shoulders relaxed. At my suggestion he rested his hands on the executive team and said to Jim and
the founder: ‘We can’t take care of this. This is between the two of you and we will withdraw.’

After a while I gave him the words: ‘Now we will all take our own places.’
He let out another sigh of relief. ‘Nobody talks about this. The injustice of it all just about killed

us. The founder withdrew soon after. We lost them both and you’re right… we stopped breathing.’
He looked at the markers. ‘I’d be happy to buy you a new set,’ he offered. ‘But I think these ones

need to stay in place. I have an executive team that needs to see this and understand it.’ He looked at
me and said: ‘We’ve all been trying to follow Jim out the door, haven’t we?’

Harry had what he needed. In my mind’s eye I could picture a heart beating steadily again within
the company. A month later he was pleased to report a happier production department and increased
sales. At their request the product would bear Jim’s name. The CEO position was being advertised.

The founder had met with the executive team and heard what they had to say. At his request they
had agreed to leave the dispute with him.

Jim’s unfair dismissal had created a burdened position. Members of his original department had
left, fearing the same fate if they tried to excel. In this way they unconsciously recreated the trauma
and showed a blind loyalty to the one who had been unfairly dismissed. This is a common theme in
systems and is sometimes described as the ‘I will follow you’ dynamic.

Blind loyalty almost crippled this company. Acknowledgement of Jim, his contribution and his
rightful place created the catalyst for it to flourish again.

This case provides an example of where the natural order in a system has
been disturbed. Everyone stepped out of order and tried to ‘get bigger’ by
moving up into positions that didn’t belong to them in order to fix the
problem, which makes things worse, as no one can then find their place. In
this case the client was able to really see that he could only create effective
change from his own position. He therefore returned to it and in doing so
freed the whole system.



Integrating alongside your existing
approach and methods
I want to address a question that arises as you journey into this approach.
That is, how can systemic coaching and constellations be used alongside
and as a catalyst for other interventions and methodologies, and how can
they be integrated into your existing approach? For example, if your
preference is to use psychometrics frameworks, emotional intelligence
models, goal-setting or any other kind of developmental model, how does
this systemic approach support or enhance these methods?

When I trained as a coach, I also trained in the understanding and
application of personality type, through the MBTI® model. I found it
illuminating and became proficient in bringing its benefits to life for my
growing client portfolio. I was loyal to that particular way of looking at and
understanding the human condition and the way that personality influenced
life, work and leadership.

As a relatively new coach I held onto this framework for thinking about
my clients and enjoyed facilitating insights in one-to-one coaching and
team workshops. I still use MBTI, except that the systemic perspective,
amongst others, has added something without taking anything away from
what I had before. It’s like fresh oil in an engine – it was already going
well, but the new oil has given a fresh fluidity and ease to the whole car,
ensuring it is capable of more things and greater distances. It may well be
the same for you, as you can be confident that the systemic coaching stance
and the constellations methodology will often liberate the fuller potential of
other approaches.

As I integrated MBTI with the systemic perspective, I imagined I’d leave
one behind. That was neither necessary nor what happens naturally. I
quickly found that they could sit alongside each other to the benefit of me



as a coach and my clients. After a while I found myself mixing the two
perspectives, until I could see that MBTI is itself a system of
interdependencies and hidden relational dynamics.

Over the past several years I’ve had a number of opportunities to
experiment with a mix of MBTI and constellations. The first was at a UK
conference hosted by The British Association of Psychological Type. My
co-facilitator Simon and I were able to explore working with type and type
dynamics amongst a group of about 50 coaches who had little or no
experience of constellations. To support our explorations we developed a
form of constellations we called a ‘type compass’. We invited the person
bringing a question about their personality type dynamics to ask four
neutral representatives to stand, in representation of the four mental
functions (S, N, T and F). That forms a useful framework from which to
move from a structural approach to something more fluid and
phenomenological. That basic framework is something I’ve used several
times since and it’s created a robust way of working with and exploring
type and type dynamics through constellations.

Working with a mix of MBTI and constellations has proved to be a rich
journey of discovery for my clients. But working this way has raised an
interesting question for me. Is our ‘innate’ personality type really innate or
are we called into the service of our family of origin or another system to
complete it? That’s a large subject but it illustrates the point that the
systems perspective often raises some fundamental questions about existing
assumptions!

Back to the practical application of constellations alongside another
framework like MBTI, a simple exercise you can use with clients,
combining mapping with your existing framework, is expressed in the
graphic on page 204. This is simply a double mapping exercise where you
invite your client to visualize the organizational hierarchy and perhaps add,
in this example, the personality type of each individual. You then invite



them to map it again, though this time from ‘felt sense’ perspective, where
the system dynamics then emerge to make a fuller picture.

The contrast between the organizational hierarchy and the natural system
hierarchy is usually quite revealing. This leads to a much richer agenda and
the opportunity to coach at the level of the system, not the organizational
story of how things are.

Many readers of this book will not have used MBTI but will have other
loyalties, other favoured frameworks and interventions. So let’s look at the
broader question of integration.

The great advantage of the constellations approach, and the system
insights it reveals, is that any element that is in relationship with another
can be set up as a constellation. For example, you can take the key elements
of the EQ framework, set them up and explore the interdependencies and
relationships. That is not to treat constellations as a ‘fit for all’
methodology, for it’s the underlying question or issue that a constellation
serves, rather than the intervention itself.

The point is not that you can ‘constellate anything’, but that you can set
up a map of any combination of elements that are in relationship to each
other because they form a relationship system. So you can, for example,
invite your client to set up representative objects for themselves as team
leader, their current level of self-awareness and their key developmental
objective. Simply setting up two or three elements like this will reveal a
previously unseen, unknown relationship pattern. You could introduce into
this map, if appropriate, elements of the emotional intelligence framework
or another resource or model and find a place for each, exploring and
illuminating the dynamics between each element. As long as you work
slowly and in the service of a larger question, and work within the limits of
your experience as a facilitator, all will be well and you will be using this
approach in the service of your clients’ journeys. You’ll find that the
systemic perspective and the constellations methodology weave effortlessly



in and out of other ways of working, sitting discreetly alongside and
without need for special attention, often clarifying tensions, blocks and
paths forward.



Online systemic coaching
Central to the stance of systemic coaching is an inner distance that enables
us to stay free of the stories and judgements about ‘right and wrong’ that
are so easy to get entangled with. Lean out, not in, so you are useful.
Working online can actually support coaches to find and manifest that
distance, and clients will experience it as respectful and useful. In the
apparent separateness a certain closeness often emerges. Between the client
and their material.

At its heart, systemic coaching with constellations has a very practical
method for externalizing, through a representative map, the client’s inner
image of a relationship issue, leadership challenge or crisis. Every part of
the facilitation process can be applied with ease when working online. This
is, after all, a way of looking at and working with patterns from a distance.



An invitation
Part II
This is an invitation to self-facilitate a second part of your own
constellation, as a ‘bookend’ to the opening exercise.

Return to or recreate the map you made in the first part of this self-
facilitated exercise (see page 35). Take a moment to just look at it and let
the impact of the pattern you see settle in you again.

If and when you feel ready, reflect on all you’ve learnt by reading this
book and by exploring and practising with others, and facilitate a movement
or sentence that turns the heat up on the underlying dynamic. Just see what
impact that has on the other places by making physical contact with the
representative for yourself, and then for the other elements you have in the
constellation. Work with what emerges.

Now consider what resources you may require to start to move this
situation to a better place; towards a resolution. Find a place for them.
Facilitate your own constellation with all that you have learnt – movement,
resonant systemic sentences, perhaps even a ritual if you are working with
floor markers. Find the best possible relationship between each element,
giving each its place.

Now, if appropriate and resourcing, identify a person or pattern within
your family-of-origin system. Choose and place a representative for them,
in relationship to your own representative, in a place that feels resourcing.
Notice what impact this has; the influence it has on your working
relationships and your work as a coach.

Conclude in a way that’s appropriate, perhaps with a sentence, spoken
out loud, that captures the essence of the final picture. A sentence of
resolution, or of action if that’s more appropriate. A sentence that settles,
realigns and provides energy and clarity to you and to the system.
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One to many
Systemic team coaching

Knowledge is of two types: explicit and implicit. Knowing this is
implicit.
Russ Ackoff

When you bring the stance, principles and practices of systemic coaching
and constellations to work with teams you arrive deeply resourced and with
many things to offer, which allow teams to see themselves as, then operate
as, more than the sum of their parts.

I’ve worked with teams of many kinds in different cultures and have
never met one that didn’t find this approach both deeply respectful, very
useful and clarifying. It prepares the ground for them to walk on together
and leaves them with a much deeper connection than they thought possible.
They turn away from me, the facilitator, and look back to each other,
starting to see themselves as each other’s resource and ally.

Systemic coaching, whether with individuals, groups or teams, is not a
fixed set of tools in a toolbox. Rather it’s a vibrant mix of systemic
ingredients that you bring together to make just the right recipe for that
moment. That recipe is made in response to the system you are working
with and comes from the stance, the principles and the practices of systemic
coaching.

This way of working, the very practical systemic exercises that follow,
enables you to keep your respectful distance and catalyse the conditions in
which the team can come into relationship in a new and very resourceful
way.

Just as in working one-to-one, it’s this unique combination of stance, the
organizing principles of systems and the practices of mapping and



constellations that offers so much to teams.



Stance
Finding the best inner distance between you and a team can be a little
harder to achieve than with an individual but is equally important. Teams
tend to attract or repel outsiders, so if you get too close they may try to
recruit you to join or lead them or, less often, the opposite, and they find
ways to reject you.

This works both ways, for it can be easy when working with a team to
feel attracted towards them, to secretly think to yourself that you’d do a
better job if you were the leader or member.

This is where the resonant language used in constellations to balance
systems can be so useful. Please see page 138 and the secret sentences of
teams and team coaches.

Just as in individual coaching you will find that you attract what you
reject or are not yet ready to look at in yourself. With teams this means that
you may find yourself invited to work with teams that reflect and embody
your own inner team, your inner constellation, the relationship between
parts of yourself. For example, your inner relationship with authority, power
or collaboration. So, a key quality of a systemic team coach is distance,
combined with humility and respect for what is.

Working with teams is another invitation to look within, before out. Some team coaches have
unresolved or ambivalent relationships with teams in their past and can bring this into their
work. When this is done without awareness it can be exhausting for them and damaging to
others.

You also need to learn how to stay the right size relative to a team. Fully in
your own authority as coach and facilitator but not entangled in theirs. Stay



free of the stories and judgements teams like to tell you about themselves,
see ‘dysfunction’ and inertia as information, not something to be got rid of.
Everything is information. Acknowledge what is.

This ability to stand in the truth of ‘what is’ of a team, to be able to
include all the tail feathers, is experienced as deeply respectful and so, just
by turning up in that way, it is already an embodied systemic intervention.

Being recruited to join a team is easily done and teams will often work quite hard to entice
and entangle you, especially if they don’t trust the team leader or the leadership above the
team.

If you ever find yourself saying ‘we’ when talking about the team you are working with,
you have crossed that line. Keep your distance.



Principles
The ordering forces that emerge when the organizing principles of systems
are ignored are seen very clearly in teams, and illuminating them is always
useful and resourcing for the members of those teams. They explain so
much, resonate so deeply and as a result they are never forgotten. In this
way the insights and learnings stay where they belong: in the team.

I have lost count of the number of times that teams, standing in a circle in
the order of their joining of the system (an exercise described on page 213),
drop into a much deeper awareness of their own wisdom and experience,
their own living history.

It comes as such a relief to teams to let them have an experience of
themselves that is not head-based, where there are no lists of what a high-
performing team is and no preconceived ideas that the coach or facilitator
bring with them.

What you bring instead is just a deep understanding of what supports
flow and alignment in teams and a willingness to stand in the truth of what
is and bring the system into better alignment. It’s respectful, embodied and
resourcing.

Nobody can stand truth if it is told to him. Truth can be tolerated only if you discover it
yourself because then the pride of discovery makes the truth palatable.

Fritz Perls



Practices
The simple practices of this work – representation, movement and resonant
language – are at the heart of working with teams and groups.

When you use the practices of this approach with teams or groups they
never forget them, because the learning is embodied. It stays with them
individually and collectively. This in itself fosters teamwork and a natural
search for alignment.



 

There are a number of visual references throughout this book, which will
support you to prepare for a team coaching relationship and process. It is
usually important and useful to include some work with the team leader to



bring the idea of visual mapping to life and support them as they orientate
themselves to a systemic perspective. The graphic opposite is one example
of the benefits of doing so.

Don’t explain your philosophy. Embody it.

Epictetus

~



Walking in the field
Teamwork isn’t an intellectual idea, it’s a series of interpersonal
relationships. The relationships create a field and you need to be able to
walk in that field to see what needs attention. And then teach the team how
to do that themselves.

The fact is that all of the theories and models, all the team development,
team coaching and teamworking tools and techniques can be useful, each
has real value. It’s not about choosing the right one, it’s about creating the
conditions in which they can be useful and have meaning.

Generic ideas about ‘trust’, ‘culture’ or ‘values’ are just that: someone’s idea of what an
individual or team ‘ought’ to create or have. Systemic dynamics are much more powerful than
these ideas. Trust, culture and values emerge from within teams and cannot, ever, be imposed
on them, even if there is an intention to do so from within the team itself.

The job of the systemic coach/facilitator is to create the conditions from where these
qualities emerge naturally. Trust, culture and values are conditional. This approach is
experienced as truthful, aligned with what is, not an idea about what should be. People trust
that.

You can’t create trust, you can’t impose values, you can’t create high
performance and you can’t create productivity unless you create the
conditions in which these arise, naturally.

When you can create the environment in which all these things can
emerge naturally from within the team you are working with, most of your
work is done.

~



So, systemic team coaching has at its heart a combination of the stance,
principles and practices that underpin this approach, a combination that
creates the conditions in which a team can thrive. Many of the team
processes that are described in this book and we teach on the trainings are
designed to do just that, create the conditions in which a team can work,
relate and co-create really well together.

So, while there are multiple exercises you can use that are particular to
this approach, while there are useful systemic questions you can ask and
really effective practical exercises you can offer and facilitate, think of this
as an approach that prepares the ground for your work and the teams’ work
without you. Preparing the soil before trying to plant anything.



Creating the conditions
The fact is, you are unlikely to be invited to work as a team coach or
consultant unless there are some unaddressed underlying issues preventing
them from functioning really well together. When a team’s underlying
relational structure is aligned they are unlikely to invite a team coach to
work with them, even when they have a specific outcome in mind. They can
get there themselves.

So, an invitation to work with a team has, almost without exception, an
implicit request for clarification of something in the way they are together,
something in the underlying relational structure, the geology. If you can
respectfully enable them to see, clarify and resolve that, then you really
have created the conditions in which your interventions and their
subsequent work together can have a lasting impact.

Once you’ve created the conditions, then everything you already know
and use when working with teams will be useful and add value. However, if
you use the tools in your toolbox without firstly preparing the ground in
which they can take root, you may be wasting valuable time, money and
energy.



Context or system?
Some use the phrase ‘systemic team coaching’ to mean the broader context
of the team, its connections to other systems from the wider organization
itself and then the social, political and market environment. These explicit
relationships to other systems are very important considerations and most
teams are conscious of them, they are their day-to-day reality. They can be
explored and discussed at the rational level and this can be very useful,
especially for teams who have become isolated from their context.

If you work at the level of context you can still illuminate some of the
dynamics within and between the parts by three-dimensional mapping,
paying attention to distance between and direction of attention. Just as at the
start of any constellation, simply mapping ‘what is’ like this can be useful
for a team, especially when they are trying to find their place in a complex
web of overlapping systems.

Representational mapping can be useful here, for when you can see the
relative distance and the direction of attention between the team and the
other systems to which it is related, fresh information will emerge.

So, thinking about a team in its fuller context is a useful place to start, but
is only half the story.

As a coach with an interest in the human condition you will know that
what is held in the unconscious, what is implicit, is often much more
powerful than the conscious and explicit. It isn’t ‘either or’; it’s both.
Systemic coaching, whether with teams or individuals, must include both
what is going on at the surface, the visible ‘geography’ and also the
invisible underneath, the ‘geology’, the hidden architecture and resulting
field of the system.

This is usually well understood in individual coaching but often set aside
when working with teams. In fact, it’s really important to include the



collective unconscious, the field of the team, if you are really going to
effect lasting change and high performance. That field is held in their
individual and collective tail feathers.



Teams have a peacock tail too
A team is made up of individuals who each have their own resonant
connection to multiple previous and other current systems. Their own
peacock’s tails. When they come together they create a set of team tail
feathers that will, inevitably, be complex. That complexity is made up of
several different and often overlapping dynamics and loyalties, and many
resources.

Working systemically with a team requires you to include all the tail
feathers, giving each and all a place and, standing still in the moving sea a
team can create, observe the resulting picture with all of its patterns,
loyalties, entanglements and resources. To stand in your own authority and
allow the team to inhabit theirs.

Before you consider what you might do with a team, take some time just
to think of a team you are working with and see if you can identify some of
the patterns, loyalties and dynamics in their tail feathers.

The kinds of things to be interested in as you prepare to work with a team
with their tail feathers in mind, the areas for you to pay attention to, might
include the team’s origins and original purpose. It could include the
multiple different systems that the team members came from before they
were in this team; it might include the forgotten people that contributed but
then left. It could include the successes and failures this team have
experienced and it might include the deep patterns that are not easily
spoken about within the team. Tune in to the field of the team as you get to
know them and, of course, invite them to do the same themselves.

It’s all useful information, and is held in the field of the team and the
relationship system they have created.



 

Think of a team you are working with or about to start working with and
see what emerges when you include what’s behind them. All the systems
they come from and the hidden loyalties to them. Give a place to the many
resources, the people who have contributed and left and all the events and
changes that have happened to this subsystem that is called ‘a team’.

Teams are relational entities with something very practical to achieve. Results. That
combination of practical and relational is the very nature of systemic team coaching with
constellations. Practical exercises illuminate the underlying relational patterns between the
team and their purpose, their tasks, their competitors, their past, their present and their future.
Once the team are aligned and in flow the conditions have been created for them to deliver
results.



The inner team of the team leader
When working with a team it’s important to recognize the two hierarchies
that are present in every team. The organizational hierarchy that describes
who the leader is, who are ‘direct reports’ and the other reporting lines. And
the systemic hierarchy.

One-to-one mapping is a useful and respectful way to start working with
a team, especially with the team leader, and to explore the way these two
hierarchies overlap or entangle. When a team leader can understand that
their authority emerges from both these hierarchies, when they can give
both a place, then they have created the foundations for the kind of
leadership that people willingly follow.

It is in the private sessions beforehand that you can support the team
leader to explore this, as well as their own relationship to authority,
leadership, collaboration and teams.

Any intervention makes a difference to the team and the team leader. Just
by turning up you change something. As with any systemic intervention the
intention is always to leave the system stronger than it was before you
worked with it. Standing on its own feet and fully in its own authority. This
has to start with the team leader, and your stance with them is crucial to a
successful intervention that leaves them feeling resourced and empowered,
standing in their own authority and dignity.



There are several ‘I’s in teams
When we look at application of the systemic stance, principles and practices
with teams we need to start by ‘acknowledging what is’ with teams. What
are the fundamental truths of teams and teamwork, with a particular focus
on what is true and yet unspoken.

The first of these truths, as we’ve already touched on, is that teams are
made up of individuals. Individuals who arrived into a constellation called
‘a team’ as a result, often, of their individual strengths, personal leadership
and singular ability to hold significant responsibility for clients, functions,
commercial success and more.

In short, they don’t always get there by being effective at being in or
leading teams. They arrived in the team as a result of being successful
individuals. However, this is often left unacknowledged and not well
attended to. Leaders and coaches are often keen to move quickly past this
essential truth hoping that if it is not included it will go away. There is no
‘away’ and what you fight grows stronger, naturally.

All sorts of ideas and practices have been developed to reduce the impact
of this and other truths, and large amounts of energy are spent by team
facilitators trying to resolve or move past these kinds of dynamics. I invite
you instead to turn around and face into them, let the truths be true.

The exercises throughout this book, together with more that you will co-
create in every team coaching assignment, allow you to honour and include
the individual, the team and the larger fields they are held in. At the same
time.

If you want to bring people together and create a team that flows
together, first of all you need to separate them. Allow them to be seen in
their separateness, their own deep connections and loyalties to where they



come from, other teams, their own team, their career path and professional
competence.

The benefit of this approach with a team is that the energy it takes not to
look at the past and not to surface and resolve competing loyalties can then
be used to look into the future with greater clarity, ease and flow.

The purpose of looking back is to leave the past where it belongs. In the past.

So, let’s get practical and explore some of the systemic exercises you can
offer your team clients.



Systemic team coaching exercises
In an open workshop setting, constellations rely on the use of other
workshop participants as neutral representatives. These people are unknown
to the client and know little or nothing about them or their organization.
When working with a team, people who are already in relationship to each
other, it’s very important to adjust the way of working. For example, you do
not ask one person to represent another who is in the room or in the team;
this could risk revealing or exacerbating interpersonal tensions and closing
permission to access the system.

A particularly effective way of starting to work with constellations in
teams is to gradually introduce aspects of the work into your team
workshops first through exercises relevant to teams in general. Then, later,
the approach can be made subject and context specific through more
substantial exercises that directly address the practical issues the team is
seeking to explore or resolve. In this section we will look at exercises to
support an introduction to this perspective and methodology for teams, so
that you can introduce this approach in an appropriate context and with a
light touch.

As above, so below
If a team is experiencing difficulties, lacks energy or focus, is locked in repeating patterns or
conflict, or if developmental coaching and team facilitation haven’t made a lasting impact,
then you can be almost certain that they are expressing something on behalf of the system.
This is often something that has not been resolved ‘above’ them in the leadership team, board
or wider system.



While you read this and as you explore with your clients, always remember
that teams will often embody and enact dynamics that belong at the level of
the organizational system.

So, just like in one-to-one coaching, much odd or ‘difficult’ behaviour or
conflict may make more sense when seen in the context of the system to
which it belongs. Look out for this aspect as you work with teams in this
way and use your new systemic insights and experience to give this
possibility a place.

Start thinking about working with system issues and teams by simply
working at the non-personal level, the level of the function or role and the
level of the system. This allows a great deal of useful system awareness and
energy to flow without risk of surfacing interpersonal tensions.

Get out of your head
Here are some experiential exercises, which you can build on and integrate
into your own style, that will invite team members to ‘get out of their
heads’ and into their bodies. They apply the principles and practices to
enable you to work with a team in a safe and respectful way while tapping
into the invisible information held in their system.

The first couple of exercises are good ‘warm-ups’ and enable people who
are unfamiliar with working this way to be more comfortable with getting
out of their heads, using their bodies as ‘markers’ in a field of information.



Team exercise: Standing in a field of information
Create three ‘word fields’ on three separate flip charts set around the room to form an
equilateral triangle. These could be the team values, team purpose and team behaviours, for
example. Alternatively they could be three aspects of the team strategy or other issues you are
exploring, like different communication styles, three different customer segments, and so on.
For the first time you do this with a team, as a warm-up, they could be three aspects of the
agenda that this team workshop day is designed to include.

Invite the team to walk slowly around in the space in between, noticing what they sense
about their relationship to each from different places. Then ask them to find a place that
embodies their current sense of their relationship to all three flip charts. They can ignore the
other team members and just take care of themselves and their relationship at an individual
level to each set of words. When everyone is standing still again, just invite them to notice
where they are standing, what they are facing, and what they can see and not see.

Ask those who would like to, to speak from that place, sharing their observations, insights
and intuitions. A useful amount of personal perspectives and insights will follow.

After a few minutes and some sharing and reflection, invite them all to follow any inner
movement they feel drawn to make that embodies a ‘better place’ for them as a result of
hearing the words from their colleagues. However, this time they should do so with an
awareness of other people in the room and a sense of the whole team, the whole system, in
mind.

Invite members to speak from that new place and then sit in a circle within the triangle and
discuss. By allowing the team members to find their place, using their felt sense, they will
have a lot of fresh information and an unspoken sense of embodied place in a relationship
system. Some team members may even talk about this aspect – how they’ve noticed how
much information is available within their bodies simply by placing it in relationship to other
elements within a field of information.

In order to introduce this way of working to a team – and connect them
respectfully to their team peacock tail – you can invite them to experience
one of the core ordering forces of systems: TIME. This exercise works very
well following on from the introductory exercise above.



Team exercise: The living history
Invite all team members to stand up and then ask them to move, in silence, to stand in a circle
(you define where 12 o’clock, the start of the circle, is). The person who joined this team first
should be in the first place with the others, in order of joining, following on. No words need
be spoken – this is an invitation to work somatically, trusting the body, the physical experience
and the ‘knowing field’ to deliver the right information.

In large teams (15 plus people), it will often be the case that the explicit knowledge of date
of arrival is forgotten or very unclear. This exercise surfaces the real ‘order’ for this system,
not the imposed one. You will usually find that the boss is not the ‘first place’ in this order.

After everyone feels ‘in the right place’, invite them to check with their neighbour and
make any adjustments according to the actual dates joined. While many will be surprised that
they ‘knew’ exactly where they belonged in the order of time without ‘knowing’ in their
heads, others will not have found the correct place. When they have adjusted according to the
facts, ask them to notice the difference between standing in the ‘wrong’ place and the ‘right’
place, as defined by date of joining (and therefore length of service in) this system. You can
then say a little about the importance of working and leading from the right place in a system.

Then you may want to get the people who joined later to look around to the start of the
circle and say: ‘You were here first’ and even perhaps, depending on context and team
dynamics: ‘If you were not here before me, I would not be here now,’ or ‘All the work and
time you’ve contributed to this system, before I joined, created the opportunity and space for
me to join later. Thank you.’ You can then invite the ones who were there first to offer
something to those who joined most recently. Start by offering something like this: ‘What we
have learnt from being here first, we will pass on to you gladly…’

You may be surprised by how readily people say these sentences, or adjust them slightly so
they are more accurate and true for them, despite the fact that they can look odd ‘on the page’.
Some very moving and connecting words usually emerge in these exercises as people connect
with a much larger context for their work and life in the team.

The principles and practices of this work can be applied with great effect
and a light touch when there is a need to align with a team purpose. A
clearly expressed and commonly understood purpose needs a clear place in
an organizational system. Each role needs to be aligned with the purpose in
order that it can serve the purpose with clarity and vision. Each person in



the business needs to have an inner sense of their relationship to the purpose
of the business and how their role can serve that purpose.

If leaders don’t create, articulate and refresh the purpose, then people in
the system will fall back on their experience and skills and the business
only becomes a sum of the competencies, failing to live up to expectations.
Creating a high-performance team is not an end in itself, only the beginning
of focusing on the team purpose and aligning in service of that.

Using one of the ways you are already familiar with to generate the team
purpose, perhaps enabled in part by the ‘word field’ exercise offered above,
invite the team to write their agreed purpose on a flip chart sheet, card or
other large piece of paper.

Team exercise: Aligning with the team purpose
Once the purpose is agreed and written down on a large piece of paper, place it in the middle
of the floor, in alignment with a sense of orientation around ‘past’ and ‘present’ or in another
way that has meaning for this team. Then invite each person (in order, from the longest time in
the team or company to the shortest time) to stand in a place in relationship to the purpose that
represents where they feel they are in relationship to it today, in this moment.

After checking in and some discussion – there is often a lot to say – invite those who feel
they can or would like to, to move to a place that represents where they sense they could best
serve the agreed purpose in the future, as a team. Gradually they will build up a relational map
of all team members and find themselves standing in a new picture of interconnectedness
around the shared purpose.

Once again, sharing and dialogue are always illuminating here.

If you work with this team again, six months later, you can invite them to
stand in that relationship pattern again. They will be able to remember it
exactly. It’s embodied.



Team exercise: Finding place in relationship to
something new
If you are working with a team who are to create something new, like a product or service,
you can invite them to choose some objects to represent the entity. This could be a number of
chairs, for example, arranged in a way that has meaning for them.

Then, as you agree them with the group, invite people to represent the different functions or
roles that they believe may be required to support success for this new product or service. See
where each role needs to be in relationship to the new offer, product or brand and also see
what experience each representative has in each role or place.

Find out which roles are needed and in what order of priority. Ask: ‘What’s missing here for
success?’ One or more of the team will know if there is something missing and can be invited
to represent it, using themselves or a floor marker or chair.

If you are working with a team who are about to have a new member, or a
new leader, you can support their preparation for this in such a way that
they create a meaningful space for the person and role to flourish.



Team exercise: Creating space and place for a
new team member
Invite the existing team to stand in relationship to their team purpose (see the earlier exercise)
and then put a floor marker or chair in to represent the role that is not currently occupied.
Working with the whole team and using yourself as a walking litmus test for the ‘best place
for this role’, find where that is and then place the floor marker or a chair in that place. If the
team can’t agree on the ‘best place’ for this role then a useful discussion can be had that
illuminates what else is to be resolved before the role can find a place.

This exercise can surface issues around the previous role holder and the function and place
of the role in the system, and reveal what’s needed to support success for this role. Your
facilitation skills and understanding of this approach will serve you well in these
circumstances.

You can also try this exercise when a new team leader is to join, finding a configuration for
the team that allows each person to have a clear line of sight to the leader and their own peers
and responsibilities.

Neither version of this exercise should be done with the new team member; these are
explorations to make before their arrival. They create an inner shift in the team that the person
will feel as they are welcomed.

If you are working with a team in which there is a history of leaving and
exclusion, where people who have made a contribution have left without
appropriate acknowledgement, then you can give them a place and settle the
team system.



Team exercise: Place and belonging
Invite the whole group to stand up and then ask about half of them to represent the existing
team, as it is today. They can stand in the middle of the space and find a relationship to each
other that has meaning for them.

Then define another area of the floor where those who have left are represented. Invite the
other team members to represent individuals or groups of people who have left – for example
‘the people who were made redundant two years ago’ – or as appropriate to the context and
facts.

You can then invite each person and group of people to speak from their place. They may
well be surprised by the fresh information they are able to access from each place. This can be
followed by a simple ritual and/or a sentence to show respect for those who have left so that
the remaining system can return to balance. The particular form of ‘sentences’ as described in
this book is useful here, for example: ‘We were trying to forget you’ names an underlying
truth. ‘Thank you for all you tried to do’ and/or ‘Thank you for your contribution; you made a
difference here’ acknowledge contribution. A different kind of truth is voiced by the sentence:
‘For the survival of the whole system we had to ask you to leave’. Articulate, through co-
creation, whatever is true and then what acknowledges and releases those who were excluded.

This is a good opportunity to practise non-attachment to the sentences you offer and to use
the representatives for those who have left the system to refine them. They will know the
exact words that acknowledge and release. For example, in a recent workshop the people
representing those who had been excluded said the following: ‘What we did first, before you,
allowed you to make your contribution later. We all made a contribution.’ This is an
expression of the deep system truths of TIME and PLACE.

At whatever point you sense is an appropriate ending, invite everyone to sit down again and
facilitate a discussion to help ensure sharing and meaning-making for all.



Teams and conflict
I want to describe a constellation exercise that’s useful when a team is in
chronic conflict; the kind that appears to have no source or keeps eluding
those who try to resolve it. When in this kind of conflict, it’s possible to
work with this methodology if safely held within a systems perspective and
by an experienced group and constellations facilitator. The purpose of
including this exercise is so you can see what else is possible after training
and experience.

When a team experiences difficult conflict it is possible that it’s enacting a conflict on
behalf of the whole system. Only when we enlarge the problem context to include the
whole can we hope to find a resolution for the team.

Marcus Birkenkrahe, Berlin School of Economics

Teams often have difficulties and conflict that do not belong to them but are
expressions of system-wide issues that remain unacknowledged and
unresolved. Simply letting teams know this is a useful introduction to
systems thinking and will often surface something that has previously been
left unsaid.

To explore this idea and to illuminate and ease team conflict – after some
experience of constellation facilitation – you can try the following exercise.
Again, please note that this particular exercise is likely to raise significant
system dynamics, and you will need experience of facilitating group
constellations before attempting this with a team in conflict.



Team exercise: Illuminating team conflict
Working with the whole team intact, invite them to name, at the abstract not the personal
level, the qualities or elements of the difficulty or conflict they are experiencing. You can give
them a sense of what you mean by suggesting words or phrases like: ‘De-motivation’; ‘anger’;
‘disrespect’; ‘conflict’; ‘shame’; ‘fear’; and ‘lack of energy’.

Invite each of them to write the words or phrases on separate sheets of paper until you have
them all expressed and written down. It’s likely that you will need to encourage people to stay
away from the story of how things are and from any individuals being named. They should
just stay with the words and short phrases that name the experience of the conflict, not their
ideas about its source.

When the group have expressed them all, invite those who would like to, to stand up and
‘represent’ each of the elements, with each finding a place in relationship to the other
elements. To support clarity and focus it will be important to have the company or team
purpose clearly stated and expressed in the map too, so there is something agreed and shared
to orientate around. Of course, that in itself sometimes becomes part of the reason for conflict
without obvious source. Keep building the picture until you have a map of the elements in
relationship to each other.

Ask each representative in turn what information they have from their particular ‘place’ in
the system. Ask them all to name what they are representing, what word, quality or concept,
before they speak. This means that, as far as possible, it’s very clear that they are reporting
from the place in the system and not their personal agenda. To support this, ensure that you
encourage each to speak very briefly.

It may be important to add other elements from the wider system around the team – such as
departments, functions, and the history – as these elements naturally emerge. Later in the
process, and as you grow comfortable with illuminating and then working with the
information that emerges from systems using this approach, you may like to offer other
elements like:

‘the real reason for this conflict’;

‘what this conflict serves’;

‘the hidden benefit of this conflict’;

‘who would benefit if this conflict was resolved’;

‘who would be disappointed if this conflict was resolved’;

‘the path to a solution to all this’.

After you have facilitated what emerges, using the principles and practices you have learnt,
invite everybody to slowly follow any inner movement they feel able to make that supports a



resolution for the whole team. Ask them to move in silence. It may be at this stage that some
people require, and name, additional resources, qualities or elements that will support
resolution. These can be represented by chairs or floor markers.

To end, invite each person to speak in just a few words, from their place, in the manner of a
‘wisdom circle’. Each speaks, briefly, about what the system needs or has to ‘say’ from that
place, to bring clarity and resolution to the conflict. You can also follow that with an invitation
for all to follow, slowly, an inner movement that feels authentic and that supports coherence
and flow in this system. Then invite everybody to sit down in a circle, and facilitate the rich
discussion that will follow.

~

Don’t underestimate how powerful and clarifying simple exercises like
these can be. Or how long they can take. Allow space and time and go
slowly. As a result, the team will be able to travel much faster together.

When you’ve given them that gift, you and they will know exactly which
of the existing team development and coaching tools will be most useful
next. As mentioned earlier you can and must bring all that you already
know about coaching, facilitation and working with teams to the table with
you. Your existing knowledge, the systemic exercises here and how you
respond to what happens in the room will enable what you offer and
facilitate to have lasting impact.

These kinds of embodied exercises, facilitated by a coach with a systemic
perspective and methodology, also address in a subtle, unspoken way, the
deep human needs described in Chapter 15. These human needs are
particularly heightened when in a team, so if you can create a sense of safe
belonging but also allow people to feel seen and recognized as unique
individuals, you have given them a lot.

Each exercise enables the system to reveal itself to its members and also
offers and enables the kind of deep psychological contracting that is
required to work with teams and groups, and is a key part of what is left
with them. Not the kind that facilitators and team coaches bring with them



from the outside – that are sometimes veiled attempts to control and limit –
but a contract created for and by the members themselves as they walk in
the field of their own system together.



Group constellations

Exercises and case studies
Some coaches begin their journey with this work through working one-to-
one; others begin by facilitating in team workshop environments. There is
no ‘right way’ to journey into and with this approach, any more than there
is one ‘right way’ to constellate. Trying to do it ‘by the book’ and sticking
rigidly to everything you have learnt about constellating will leave you
stuck and inflexible when something you are not expecting happens.
Likewise, being too ‘loose’ about how you integrate this approach into your
existing one may lead to a dilution of its impact and may risk creating
difficulties in individuals and teams.

Whichever way you find yourself developing with systemic coaching and
constellations, ensure you allow yourself plenty of experience in workshops
where you can observe and participate. In this section we will look at the
application in workshop environments. This is, after all, the environment in
which this work was originally developed.

However you develop and express this approach and methodology in a
workshop setting, it’s always going to be important to do so within your
existing level of training and experience. Keeping the group safe, and
working within the limits of the core issue and your knowledge, are
naturally key.

If you are a coach who works mainly one-to-one, you might find this
section of particular interest as it may expand your horizons to work with
your clients in a new way. If you are already an experienced group
facilitator then you have the advantage of knowing some useful things
about how groups function. But you might also find yourself at a
disadvantage, because this way of facilitating is rather unlike any other and



you may need to unlearn some of your familiar ways of working and
interacting with groups.

There are a couple of different ways that this approach can be taken into
organizational and business settings within a workshop framework.

Open workshops
These are typically one-day or two-day workshops where a range of
individuals who don’t have any connection outside of the workshop come
together to explore issues, learn something of the methodology, and take
part in others’ constellations as a representative. An eclectic mix of
coaches, consultants, business owners, corporate leaders and senior team
leaders gather and are offered exercises and opportunities to experience the
approach and gain benefit and clarity around particular issues through
facilitated constellations. Often, the bulk of the day is spent working on
particular issues brought by the participants, through constellations, using
other members of the workshop to represent.

These workshops offer an excellent opportunity for those who are new to
this approach to ‘dip a toe in the water’ and experience the multiple benefits
available. They also provide a useful taster of the approach for those
considering a training (for those facilitated by the author and his colleagues
please explore BusinessConstellations.com (archived at https://perma.cc/ 47
AV-HWNC)).

Several constellations are facilitated in these workshops where a member
of the group becomes the client and explains the issue to the facilitator. The
work is done in full knowledge of the context, the desired resolution, and
the role and function of the issue holder. In some cases, however, the client
may prefer to work ‘blind’, where the workshop attendees (some of whom
may be about to be chosen as representatives in the constellation) are not
told any of the facts; nothing about the situation or context. This is called a
blind constellation and only the client and the facilitator know the context

https://businessconstellations.com/
https://perma.cc/47AV-HWNC


and facts connected with the issue, as this is discussed privately before the
workshop.

Another way of working is to work double-blind, where the facilitator
has no real understanding of the issue or the system either. This is a useful
way of working when confidentiality is important, but it can also be applied
when the client or issue holder is sceptical about the methodology or is keen
to tell the story of how things are. This brief case study was written by a
leader two months after a 15 minute double-blind constellation.

Looking for leadership
Coach: John Whittington, London, UK

Client: A change management consultant

(Case study written by the client)

My experience of the constellation still feels remarkably fresh – it had a tremendous effect on me and
my working relationships. I had prepared my story and so was taken by surprise when you suggested
that we do a completely blind constellation. You simply asked me what outcome I wanted and I said I
needed to have a conversation with two other people; that was all the data you worked with. I
remember thinking ‘This isn’t going to work’, but I was proved wrong.

You asked me to choose two members of the workshop group to represent my colleagues. What
then played out was extraordinary. I had never mentioned ‘leadership’ but that was what both the
representatives in the constellation asked for, demanded of, the representative for me.

The representatives articulated loudly and clearly the exact needs of my real colleagues and
demanded that I answer them. In the real world my colleagues ask the same questions but don’t
demand answers and get very frustrated with me.

As the constellation moved forward I realized what I had been doing that frustrated my colleagues
so much. I don’t like being told what to do and I assume no one else does either, so in a leadership
position I am unclear how to get what I need from people – particularly very experienced people. As
both my colleagues are more experienced consultants than I am, I would never assume to tell them
what to do – I would see that as demeaning.

After the constellation I shared what had played out with both of my colleagues. I checked with
them whether the needs articulated by their representatives were the same as their needs and I got a



resounding YES! I checked my assumptions and found that I was wrong. They wanted leadership and
clarity. The following week everything changed.

We had just started a large cultural change programme that I was leading. I hired both of them
precisely because they are much more experienced than I am and bring the things that I felt I was
lacking to the project. However, they told me they needed me to lead the project and tell them what I
expected of them, and this is exactly what I started to do. It has had a profound impact on me, on
them and of course on the programme, and as a result also on the client.

I shared my experience of the constellation with quite a few other people I work with and
colleagues now joke with me about being their ‘leader’. This joking serves to legitimize a serious
discussion – what type of leadership do we need around here? We now all talk about the leadership
question and this is very helpful.

To date I have tended to lead projects and people by bringing something I feel is missing, which I
would sum up as a ‘creative energy’, and somehow hope that others will get caught up in it and
follow. This works to some extent, but it’s clearly not enough. Now I am much clearer about
leadership and more confident about my leadership role and am enjoying providing clear direction to
my team.

This has been a massive developmental jump for me and I don’t think I would ever have made it
had it not been for that constellation.

Introducing the workshop experience
When offering open workshops it will be useful to have a framework that
you can share with the group as your range and scope widen. Some of the
things that I’ve found useful to share include:

In this way of working we are moving from the level of the individual
or team to the level of the system.
You already know what’s in your heads – your opinions, biases and
beliefs. This approach allows you to find out what’s held beyond your
head – within your body, your whole being, your gut feel – what your
‘other way of knowing’ may have to offer. So, let your body speak its
mind.
What we are doing is simply a spatial representation of a system; a
kind of map. Once the map is set up you will see it comes alive with



information. This is what a constellation offers – fresh information.
A constellation is a living map of the system dynamics and is held
within a boundary. The experience of sitting on the system boundary
(the circle of chairs) can be as powerful and illuminating an
experience as being chosen to be a representative. The whole system
comes to life, including the boundary, and information is available
from every part.
There are several ways to benefit from a workshop like this:

– bringing an issue for exploration, diagnosis or illumination;
– being a representative in someone else’s constellation;
– being a part of the holding circle – the boundary to each

system we are exploring;
– asking questions at appropriate points in between the

constellations.

There is a difference between role-play and representation. This work
does not encourage or derive any benefit from role-play. It works on
the ‘empty-vessel’ approach and relies on the power of
‘representative perception’, which seems to work for everybody all
the time. Simply by standing in a place in a spatial relationship
model, you are able, whoever you are, to pick up information that is
of value to the issue holder.
Remember that feeling nothing is just as important and valuable
information to report as having lots of feelings.
When looking at team or wider organizational issues, it is useful to
remember that the natural system hierarchy (who came first, who has
most ‘weight’ in the system, and so on) holds a larger influence over
the system dynamics than the imposed organizational hierarchy.

Closed workshops



In a ‘closed workshop’ a client company invites an experienced systemic
facilitator to create a workshop around a particular issue or set of issues that
their company is facing. There are two kinds of closed or ‘in-house’
workshops. The first is when the facilitator is asked to provide the
representatives, who know nothing of the client company or its issues. The
facilitator works with three or four members of the client senior team who
attend the workshop, and explores a number of pressing organizational,
structural or other issues that they bring. As a result these workshops
provide good opportunities for students of this approach to take part as
neutral representatives in a real-world case where the client is present and
has a pressing need for clarity and resolution.

The second kind of closed or in-house workshop commission is when a
client organization requests a systemic intervention but wants or needs to
work only with the people in the organization. This is more common in
certain situations. The first of these situations is where there is a very high
degree of trust in the team already and they want to look, collectively, at
broader organizational or customer issues. The second situation is when
there are two or more teams who share an intention to work more closely
together and actively want to explore fresh ways of doing so. For a case
study in this context see Maggie Rose’s on page 229. A third situation is
where the issues are so confidential that the organization does not feel able
to allow external people to witness or work on the issue.

As we’ve explored, it’s difficult and potentially risky to work with the
people who are ‘in’ the issue when working with teams, as there is a risk of
surfacing interpersonal tensions. There is an understandable danger of
people either ‘acting out’ issues that they want to be seen, or the reverse:
not following their true inner movements for fear of showing something the
organization is not ready, in their view, to see. All of these possibilities need
to be considered in the workshop design – the exercises and interventions
offered – to avoid any danger of exposure of the participants.



Of course, there are lots of situations where this approach is taken into
organizations in a workshop format, where a group of in-house leaders, HR
and OD specialists look together at generic issues of organizational health.
These workshops, facilitated by an experienced external constellator, are
rich and resourcing and will often progress into issue exploration as well.
But where the people present are drawn from across the functions and
divisions of the organization and the work is kept at the organizational
level, there is much less chance of difficulties and interpersonal tensions
arising. As we shall see in Chapter 13, there are many ways of working
with representatives for abstracts and business elements that can illuminate
and clarify many business fundamentals.

However, when you feel able to explore the possibility that behaviours
are often expressions of system issues, and/or a sense that you are not
dealing with an interpersonal but a systemic issue that has its roots in the
organizational system itself – and you sense a strong intention for resolution
– you can consider a systems perspective and intervention for an issue-
specific constellation.

I got exactly this sense when I was approached by the directors of the
European Mentoring and Coaching Council (EMCC) and the International
Coaching Federation (ICF) to facilitate a combined workshop with board
members from both organizations. The purpose was to illuminate a
confusing dynamic that had surfaced in their ongoing talks. Members of
both boards had long-established working relationships with good levels of
communication and a shared passion for collaboration and professionalism.
As a result of their mutual commitment to the relationship, and to resolving
the issue and moving forwards, it was agreed to work at the source, with no
external representatives; no filter between them and their system issues. As
a result, members of both boards gathered in Madrid for this workshop.



Past, present, future
Coach/facilitator: John Whittington, London, UK

Client: The boards of the EMCC and the ICF

The background

Back in 2006, a member of the board of the EMCC, one of the most influential professional coaching
organizations in Europe, had reached out to make a connection with the ICF, the global coaching
organization. Members of both boards had been meeting on a regular basis since then to discuss and
explore closer collaboration and cooperation. There had been good connection and healthy discussion
on a wide range of topics.

By 2011, five years after they had started, a level of inertia was emerging around certain aspects of
the discussions and both systems were keen to get clarity on the underlying dynamics so they could
move forward together again. It was clear that staying at the level of dialogue – just talking about the
various issues – was not enough; something different was required. There was energy for a fresh
approach, a release from a sense of stuckness, and a shared commitment to organizational health.

It seemed particularly fitting that the request for this intervention came from the world’s leading
coaching organizations. To be credible, any professional membership organization must truly live,
and be seen to live, their values and demonstrate their commitment to working at the leading edge of
their profession with efficacy and integrity.

It was refreshing to see both organizations’ search for system health, and the ease with which they
were able to understand that their challenge was not at the level of the individual but rested in the
wider system dynamics. They already knew that all behaviour makes sense when seen in the context
of the system in which it belongs.

Even so, it takes courage for two systems to come together to look, honestly, at their relationship
dynamics. This is particularly the case when they are also in the same area of business and, while in
open collaboration with many shared values and intentions, are also in a kind of competition with
each other, for members. To look at their collaborations through the methodology of constellations
when the ongoing organizational dialogue is a little stuck takes a willingness to be open to whatever
emerges and high levels of personal and professional integrity from every individual present. All of
those qualities and more were present in this half-day workshop.

The brief

I was asked to facilitate a session, using the principles that underpin this approach and the
constellations methodology, with a view to illuminating any issues in either system that would lead to
greater clarity and connection. I was also to see if fresh resources could be found to support a deeper
collaboration. So, the brief was simply agreed as follows: ‘Clarify the relationship dynamic between
the two organizations and resource a deeper collaboration.’

The approach



After facilitating a version of the pairs exercise described elsewhere, which allowed everyone present
to have an experience of the kind of information available through this approach, I drew the
participants’ attention to two strips of sticky coloured tape on the floor. I explained that the tapes
were there in order to represent a timeline from the origins of each organization right up to the
present day, and that we would use these as a framework to explore and illuminate the past, present
and possibilities for the future.

We began by looking at the foundations of the ICF, because I believed it had preceded the EMCC.
I invited someone to represent the founder and the founding energy of the organization, and an
individual stepped forward and stood at the start of the tape, representing the founding energy that
emerged in 1995. He began to occupy that founding energy and was soon able to report various
feelings, pieces of information and fresh insights.

A little later I invited someone to represent the founding energy of the EMCC, which had,
according to the story, started several years later. It gradually became clear, however, that both
organizations had their deeper origins in the early 1990s at almost exactly the same time. This simple
truth established an equilibrium for the rest of the workshop that allowed each organization to stand
fully in the strength of its own identity and foundations. This acknowledgement of the principle of
TIME – that both systems originated at the same time – supported a sense of balance and parity over
the next several hours.

The timeline, stretching from one end of the room to the other, gradually became populated by
representatives for the significant individuals (founders and key contributors) and events (financial
and strategic changes) in the history of both organizations between their foundations in the early
1990s and the start of the collaborative talks in 2006. As each representative took their place, they
were able to access the information available from that place and report it with clarity and accuracy.

As the process unfolded, two things became clear. Firstly, people from both organizations felt
drawn to represent people and elements from the other system and did so with ease. Speaking from
their felt sense of standing in that place, they were able to articulate truths from within the system
with a degree of verbal and emotional accuracy that had a powerfully connecting effect on all
participants. This mix meant that both as a facilitator and as participants, the conscious connection to
each organization became unclear, as if forgotten in the safety of this explorative, diagnostic system
constellation. All participants seemed to have equal ‘weight’ and equal presence, and members of
one organization were able to represent key figures and events in the other with neutrality and
integrity. This allowed all those present to get in touch with the deeper system truths that quickly
surfaced as a result of their trust in what they experienced standing in role. This active representation
in each other’s system was in and of itself a collaborative, co-creative and resolving process that
brought the systems closer together.

The second thing that became clear was that there was a remarkable symmetry in the two
organizational systems as they mapped each timeline. Both organizations had very similar dynamics
in their history, to do with the organizing principles of systems expressed throughout this book. There
were imbalances of EXCHANGE both within and between the systems, loss of PLACE due to
exclusion, and other imbalances that had caused stress, confusion and inertia. Acknowledging each of
them was a releasing and generative process and a privilege to facilitate and witness.



As the remarkable symmetry of the past unfolded and rolled towards the moment on the timeline
that identified the start of the talks, there was much recognition of the similar patterns; recognition
through words, movement, powerful emotions and laughter. As each step was taken, each insight
illuminated, the systems were building a deeper understanding of each other and came closer
together. By now they could really see each other.

By the end all the participants were standing in the constellation, representing elements from
across 20 years of history all the way to existing member coaches and the ‘end-user’ coaching
clients. To close the constellation I invited everyone to turn back and look at where both
organizations had come from with great respect for all those who had contributed, all the events, to
see everything just as it was, just as it is. As they looked to the past, back down the timeline, I invited
everyone to reflect on this simple truth: ‘This is where we come from.’ A natural period of silence
and reflection followed as everybody stood and looked back into the foundations of both
organizations.

The constellation was followed by a ‘wisdom circle’ in which I invited both the current presidents
and presidents-elect to sit in front of a semi-circle of all the other board members present. They then
listened to each in turn as they shared their learning, insights and thoughts on next steps.

Summary

By the end of the workshop there was a deep recognition that both systems had experienced parallel
dynamics for similar reasons and that both now wanted to work with a sharper focus on the members,
their clients and the wider field of professional coaching. The results of this illumination of the
underlying system dynamics resourced a much clearer understanding of the relationship between the
two organizations and a deeper collaboration.

Several expressions of the understanding and collaboration were to come as, in the months that
followed, leaders of the EMCC met with leaders of the ICF to discuss further opportunities for
collaboration in a new spirit of understanding and connection. The workshop acted as a catalyst for a
shift in the ongoing dialogue and continued in the years that followed. Soon they had formed the
Global Coaching and Mentoring Alliance. Another partner joined this alliance, which continues to
evolve as the organizations look to 2020 and beyond.

Multi-team, large-group workshops
In the final case study in this chapter we come back to the UK for a
fascinating study of a large workshop intervention facilitated by Maggie
Rose, an experienced coach and team facilitator who trained in systemic
coaching and constellations with us to Practitioner level.



Talk Talk
Workshop facilitator: Maggie Rose, coach and consultant, Southampton, UK

Client: TalkTalk Telecom Group plc, one of the UK’s leading broadband, landline, TV and mobile
providers

Context

The Technology Division of the TalkTalk business has been seen as something of a fortress, based in
the north of England. The commercial operation and leadership of the consumer business is in
London. Personnel at the different offices speak of two different cultures when describing each other.

We agreed an initial joint team off-site in the autumn. This was not about forming one team; it was
about creating a highly productive partnership focused on results.

The whole notion of systems was a gift in engaging the Technology Leadership team. Systems are
their world. Positioning at the outset that we would be thinking of ourselves collectively as a
‘system’ in service of the customer seemed very logical to them. Also the notion of respecting the
separate parts before bringing them closer together seemed very natural to that team.

At the very outset of the day beyond initial introductions by the two leaders, I split the attendees
into their two respective teams, inviting them to stand in a circle of their own, self-organizing by
‘who came first’ in the organization and within each team. I had talked through this activity with both
of the leaders prior to the event, so they understood that they might find themselves in different
places in the system hierarchy from the organizational hierarchy.

Questions I offered included: How does it feel to be the elder/younger? What are you noticing
about your place in the system? How does that feel? Is anyone missing? What else needs to be
represented here, if anything? The Tech team expressed that they felt small, to which I responded:
‘OK, so adjust that as you need to.’ In response to which they then enlarged the physical space their
circle was occupying. Spaces were also made for two new recruits that were yet to join.

There was also some feeling of absence from someone who had left the team. ‘So what do you
need to say to honour them?’ With only a little guidance they willingly expressed this by saying:
‘Thank you for the part you played in creating this future. You and your contribution will always be
remembered.’

The experience of standing in their two different systems provoked a lot of conversation about
how people felt given their place. The wisdom and experience in the team was noticed and honoured.
The Technology team also set up a spatial representation for the B2B business given their Group
responsibility. I chose not to explicitly mark that space as I felt it would have been a distraction to the
job in hand. The acknowledgement of the space seemed enough.

So next I took a piece of flip-chart paper representing the customers in the middle of the room
between the two teams and asked everyone to organize themselves in relation to that. Everyone
slowly organized themselves individually in relation to the customer calibrating distance and



orientation in relation to where the customer was positioned and facing. The teams were very
intermixed and some individuals positioned themselves very close to one another in
acknowledgement of current ways of working. Equally some placed themselves at a distance from
colleagues.

I then simply asked everybody in the room to share how it felt given where they found themselves
in relation to the customer. A whole range of feelings were expressed, which fascinated all members
of the group. After they shared what they wanted to, I asked them what would make it better, and to
make those adjustments by finding a ‘better place’ for themselves in the space, in relationship to each
other and the flip-chart paper floor-marker representing the customer. In doing so I facilitated a
natural process of acknowledgement of others and exchange of requests that gradually resolved
discomfort and created a new pattern, a new constellation. This felt resourceful and useful to them,
collaboratively aligning with and in service of the customer.

An hour later it had taken a very different shape with the team placing a representative for
‘business results’ in the constellation. This was initially placed quite separately from ‘the customer’,
as was a representation for ‘the competition’.

At the point of resolution, the place for business results and the customer had integrated and
everyone’s individual place in the system had shifted adjusting either distance and/or orientation
towards the customer and each other.

The two teams then started to focus collaboratively on what they really needed to do at a practical
level to take action. A particular initiative was identified that would transform the customer
experience, resolving fundamental underlying issues. This single initiative, which emerged towards
the end of the constellation, has subsequently informed a key programme of work in the business.

There were also clear indications in talking with the team that there needed to be some further
work done to share understanding of work-in-progress to avoid misunderstandings; also to commit to
more specific ways of working and holding themselves to account. These two areas of focus became
my agenda in working with them in the months that followed.

~

If you were observing the discussion after the constellation exercise, you might describe it as being a
typical cognitive discussion of the kind you’d see in working relationships in an organization. What
was dramatically different, however, was the ease with which those conversations were able to
happen. There was a much deeper feeling of mutual respect in the room. It was very different from
the defended, cautious relationship dynamics and style of communication beforehand. The openness
and shared intent of the two leaders was also an important part of this.

Benefits

Three months after the event I checked in with the team to understand how they were feeling as a
result of my work with them. Here’s what they had to say:

Cross-functional working continuing beyond the offsite.

Where there’s a big issue there has been good collaboration.



High level of collaboration and goal alignment.

It feels more like one team than it ever did before.

No blame, no retribution, going between the two teams.

It’s in the consciousness of the teams now.

Loads of day-to-day alignment.

It broke down a number of barriers and some nuggets came out.

Communication is a lot better.

Their agenda is our agenda.

Collaboration has really stepped up.

Much more customer-centric.

Alignment on strategic goal.

Lots of willing behaviours.

Our shared commitment to transform the customer experience remains at the heart of
the business.

My learning:

Simply inviting the client to physically stand in an unspoken pattern provokes a fabulous
capacity in the team to surface the unconscious and immediately start acknowledging,
exchanging and adjusting with almost no intervention beyond the invitation.

The lightest of touches can be the most useful for the system.

The acceptance of working with dynamics within a system landed really easily with
technical people. They already have a great appreciation of how systems work.

Acknowledging separateness as opposed to difference feels really respectful and ultimately
embracing of those differences rather than them being a block or a point needing resolution.

Placing representation of the customer in the room focused them on what they are in service
of together at the highest level. This catalysed them to negotiate and re-pattern themselves in
relation to that common purpose in a way that naturally released tension from the system.

I find that the cut through and acceleration of results with systemic coaching is creative and
exciting.



This case study elegantly captures just how easily senior professionals and
technical managers understand this embodied approach without much
explanation or demonstration. The idea of standing in your truth is, after all,
very simple and we can all make sense of it. Because all systemic exercises
and constellations begin with this simple idea – standing in the ‘what is’ –
they are experienced as deeply respectful. This creates, along with your
facilitation, a very safe place in which to surface and express unconscious
or unspoken patterns or inertia.

This in turn frees the system and the people within it, allowing each and
all to occupy their role authority and for respectful generative
communications to flow.

~

However you develop and express this approach and methodology in a
workshop setting, it’s always going to be important to do so on a strong
foundation of training and experience. Keeping the group safe and working
within the limits of the core issue and your knowledge of systems are
naturally key. As well as being prepared for surprises.
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Sticky moments
Ring the bells that still can ring

Forget your perfect offering

There is a crack in everything

That’s how the light gets in.
Leonard Cohen



Strategies to release stuckness
Constellations are often used to resolve stuckness and inertia. Your client
sets up an image of their difficult issue and embodies the difficulty, the
stuckness, in the constellation. That’s often a good starting point –
acknowledging what’s stuck. Standing in the truth of this is of great value,
but it can easily be mistaken for a constellation that has become stuck.

The second kind of stuckness is where you as the coach/facilitator feel
you are stuck. There is a sense of not knowing what to do next. That’s often
a message from the system itself and so provides useful information that
most often belongs in the system, not in you.

This section provides a selection of suggestions and interventions you
can make in either case so that you can resolve stuckness – wherever it
belongs – and move forward. These can be applied equally well in one-to-
one sessions and in team workshops.

Try different acknowledging sentences
Use sentences to acknowledge the stuckness. Often the most useful
sentence is a direct acknowledgement of the prevailing sense of the
situation: ‘This feels very stuck.’ You can also ask this: ‘For who in this
system are these words true – “this feels very stuck”?’ Often the client will
then be able to locate the stuckness and move ahead.

Try moving one or more of the representatives
Respectfully test alternative positions based on your own sense of what may
be going on. This can be offered like this: ‘Could I try moving something
here?’ You can also ask: ‘What would need to move here for this/you to feel
less stuck?’



Ask the client to choose something to represent ‘the
real problem’
Invite your client to choose something to represent the real problem or ‘the
real issue’, and then ask them to find its place in the map. This often brings
something hidden in the system to light and an ‘aha!’ moment.

Ask the client to choose something to represent ‘the
solution’
Invite your client to choose something to represent the solution or ‘the
direction in which a solution lies’. This is often equally releasing and
creates fresh energy for a movement or change in the system, opening up
new directions and possibilities.

Test something else
Try sharing a hypothesis, an intuition or a piece of information that you
recall from the conversation earlier. Sharing something, respectfully, that is
not quite right will most often act as a catalyst for a sharper focus on what’s
true for your client.

Check progress
For example, ask: ‘How are you doing in relation to your issue or desired
outcome?’ Or simply: ‘What have you got from this already?’

Ask this question:
‘Who would be pleased if you can’t find a resolution to this issue?’ That
question will often surface a deeper loyalty to someone or something that



prevents the client from moving to resolution and keeps them stuck.

Bring in something to represent a ‘resource’
Invite the client to choose something to represent a resource and find a
place for it. What they choose and where they place it will provide a lot of
new information. The exact nature of the resource will often come into
focus after they have placed it.

See if something or somebody has been excluded
Do this by asking: ‘If you chose something to represent an element or
person that is not seen or has been excluded here, where would you put it?’
Invite them to place a representative for the excluded element(s) into the
map.

Ask: ‘So, if this picture is the answer, what’s the
question?’
This often prompts a deeper connection with the issue and surfaces hidden
information, loyalties and dynamics under the issue.

Do nothing
On many occasions, as confidence grows in this way of working, the
resolution to stuckness comes in the silences between the words and
movements. Developing the confidence to simply hold the space for the
client’s quiet reflections is often a source of insight and resolution. That’s
often true of coaching in general, but never more so than in this way of
working. Leaving your client in quiet contemplation of their map, their
constellation, without trying to fix it or them, is often a gift. Just wait and



see what emerges, leaving the initiative and energy for change with them,
not you.

Don’t underestimate the value of Doing Nothing, of just going along, listening to all the
things you can’t hear.

Pooh’s Little Instruction Book, inspired by A A Milne
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Extending your practice
Further practices and applications

Our doubts are traitors and make us lose the good We oft might
win by fearing to attempt.
William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Act 1, Scene 4

Once you’ve combined what you’ve read here with experience in a
workshop or training environment, you may want to develop a wider mix of
processes. This chapter explores some of those, as well as taking a brief
look at the application of this whole approach in supervision.



Floor markers
In one-to-one coaching it’s possible to offer a constellation experience that
leaves the tabletop. This involves using floor markers (bespoke felt mats or
pieces of card with a directional quality to them) and offering the client the
opportunity to step into each of the key places in the constellation. This
generates a great deal of useful information, as well as the fresh
perspectives you’d expect. With system-orientated facilitation this becomes
much more than simply stepping into others’ shoes, as the client can
experience the representative perception available through this method.
Movements can then also be made and sentences offered and spoken from
each place.

As well as using floor markers for the client to stand on, it’s possible to
step in and out of the different places yourself, as the coach. Just be careful
not to stay too long and so become inhabited with the energy in each place.
With practice it’s possible to tap into that energy and get a ‘reading’ from it,
reporting it back to the client or simply reflecting on the information
gathered as part of the process. As your range develops you can exchange
sentences and movement with the client while simultaneously facilitating.

I recall trying this for the first time with an HR director of a large multi-
national. He was advising the outgoing chairman of the business and
supporting him in the succession planning. It was a complex and
emotionally fraught transition for the chairman, for him as an advisor and
for the organization.

I invited him to set up, using a floor marker, the chairman. He carefully
chose one of the pieces of felt I had with me and, coming from a collected
inner place, placed it slowly on the floor. Something drew me to stand up
and stand in that place so, checking for his permission first, I stood on top
of the floor marker.



As soon as I did I had an unexpected response. I felt immediately very
lonely and frightened, fearful of what lay ahead. We were working on the
top floor of a very tall building and I became aware of the view stretching
across the city to the horizon on this cold October day. It felt bleak and
without any promise of comfort or security. I also felt frozen to the spot,
almost unable to move.

I didn’t vocalize my response as I didn’t want to influence his, but later,
after we had done some work exploring the ‘best place’ for him to be in
relationship to the outgoing chairman, I invited him to step into the same
spot. As he did so he gasped with surprise and reported the same feelings I
had had, including the sense of bleakness and isolation.

This gave him a unique insight into what was going on at a more
emotional level for this apparently stoical, sometimes abrupt and perhaps
lonely chairman. He was frightened of the potential bleakness in his future.
This insight, together with others, made a significant difference in the way
he worked with the chairman from then on, as he could now see, having
experience of it himself, the chairman’s fears and insecurities under the
bluff exterior. His resistance to the chairman and reluctance to get close to
him in a way that could support his healthy exit melted away.



The cataleptic hand
Where possible, especially while you are fairly new to this approach, I
would encourage you to start using yourself as a representative in a
particular way. Let’s imagine you are working one-to-one in a situation
where exploring an interpersonal relationship dynamic is relevant and
important. You have invited your client to place floor markers down and
they are now standing on their own and looking towards the marker they
have placed for ‘the other’. Rather than standing in the place of the other
yourself, you can simply extend your arm with your fingers out flat, briefly
touch the marker with your fingertips, and then slowly raise your hand up
until your hand is at eye height. This creates a natural focus for the client
and brings the ‘other’ person into the room as if they were standing on the
marker.

This is called the cataleptic hand because it allows you to separate your
hand from the rest of you and use it to act as a visual focus and also as
another way of collecting data. Like many of the things described here it’s
hard to imagine how this works until you try it, but remarkably
straightforward once you do.

The word cataleptic means ‘a state resembling trance’. Again, I’ve never
known any coaching client to find this technique odd or distracting in any
way; rather they find themselves staring at the palm of your hand,
exchanging sentences and moving in relationship to it with remarkable
clarity and ease.

Sarah Cornally, a leadership advisor and executive coach living and
working in Sydney, Australia, was working with a director in a large
professional services firm. This director had asked for some coaching
because she had a peer who was also a direct report who refused her
authority. This had built up over time, there were several complexities and



things were getting so bad that she thought the only realistic option was to
leave the company. She certainly wasn’t feeling able or ready to have a
double coaching session with the peer.

Sarah went in for a first session with a view of creating a coaching plan
but, after hearing a little more about the issue, she invited her new client to
find a larger room for them to work in together so that she could work with
her standing up, using floor markers and the cataleptic hand technique.
Sarah takes up the story and describes what happened in the session.

Finding authority
Coach: Sarah Cornally, executive coach, Sydney, Australia

Client: Anonymous

The initial discussion revealed that there was a pattern in the team of creating roles where the
leadership authority was confused and compromised. My client’s peer had received a promotion from
director to principal around the time of my client’s appointment as leader. She as leader was not yet a
principal. Her peer, highly respected for her particular expertise, had a history of poor people
management and was due to be counselled about this as a serious matter.

The questions my client wanted to have answered were:

Is there a role/place for me in this team?

If so, how do I structure the team so it will work effectively?

How do I deal with my peer who doesn’t accept my leadership?

We chose the first question to focus on and I offered to support her as she mapped the current
situation out in front of her. A good outcome from her point of view was clarity and a clear path
forward. After some discussion the initial elements chosen to be represented were as follows:

the leader (my client in her role as leader);

the peer (my client’s peer in her role as peer and partner);

the ‘specialist’ group;

the ‘corporate’ group;



the operations manager;

the purpose of the team.

The name of each element was written on a piece of A4 paper, together with an arrowhead to indicate
direction/orientation. I asked my client to take the paper, close her eyes and get a ‘felt sense’ of the
inner picture she held of this issue, and then to place the paper on the floor in a position that felt like
the ‘right’ location. Once she identified this, I asked her to stand on the paper and ensure that it ‘felt
true’. She selected the next representative and used the same process to locate the floor marker. This
was done progressively.

As she progressed I used the ‘cataleptic hand’ to represent each representative. Created by holding
my hand where the representative would be located in the field, I’ve developed the capacity to hold it
in a manner where my hand is disassociated from my arm, so it effectively acts as a representative. I
can feel sensations in my hand as if it is a representative picking up information from the field. This
enables the client to place the representative in their map and interact with it.

The map

The initial image showed that all representatives had their backs to the representative for ‘the purpose
of the team’. The two peers were also focused in different directions to each other. The leader, my
client, was looking towards the representative for the corporate group. The peer was looking
outwards, away from the groups. The two groups were not focused on anything and, when she
stepped into their places and I used my hand in the other place, my client reported that they were also
avoiding eye contact. The operations manager was trying to find eye contact and did, from time to
time, with the team leader.

I asked my client to stand on each location and report her felt sense experience from each place
marker. Her experiences included fear, anger, conflict, avoidance, separation, powerlessness and
confusion.

This first step revealed powerful new insights and fresh distinctions for her. As she reported from
each representative position, we examined what changed or did not through speaking and including
acknowledging, systemic truths and freeing sentences as they were indicated. All the time I used my
hand as the other representative. Using the cataleptic hand throughout this process enabled me to
track the impact and adjust each sentence. This significantly helped to minimize any effects of the
client’s bias.

There was a movement for all of the roles, except the peer, to cluster together facing the opposite
direction to the purpose. ‘This is what we do to survive.’ At this point I introduced a representative
for ‘the former partners’ to provide support.

As we worked together and explored each part of this living map, the representative for the leader
looked directly at the peer and said: ‘I see and respect the valuable expertise you bring to our work
together. It has an important place.’ This resulted in the peer making eye contact with the leader,
followed by turning towards the purpose and making a good connection with the purpose. All of this
was facilitated through the use of the hand.



After this it was possible for each representative to face the purpose and then, through a series of
steps, to get each representative into a better place, except the leader and her peer. However, there
was still a distance maintained between the other representatives and the peer ‘for safety’.

Bringing in a representative for ‘the partner in charge’ changed the dynamics between the leader
and the peer. This part of the process involved acknowledging who was responsible for what. It
started with the leader’s sentence to the partner in charge, again using the cataleptic hand to help
embody this important exchange: ‘You are in charge. You have the biggest responsibility for this
team.’

I offered a number of other resolving sentences that were exchanged between the triad of the
leader, the partner in charge and the peer. These sentences included naming who belonged,
everyone’s place with special emphasis on responsibility, capability and expertise, and in what ways
they needed and respected each other. Introducing the partner in charge became pivotal in finding the
path forward to ensure responsibility at the right levels. When they got into contact with their
responsibility and purpose, the whole constellation slowly aligned.

When we had finished, I asked the client what outcome had been achieved. She said she was clear
about:

her place and role in the team;

the steps she needed to take to move things forward constructively;

what responsibility belonged to whom for what;

what conversation she needed to have with whom, and how to have them in an authentic,
respectful way;

how to speak about her peer in a way that was accurate and dignified to ensure the real
matters were attended to.

It took three months to implement and achieve the desired outcome, which included engaging the
partner in charge as a resource, her own promotion to principal, and having the required
conversations with her peer in a way that resulted in a more effective working relationship and her
authority being respected. She was also able to create the right relationships in the team to enable a
higher and more rewarding level of performance.

The advantage of this approach, the use of the cataleptic hand, is that as
coach/facilitator you are both ‘in’ the representative energy and ‘out’ at the
same time. In fact, it embodies the overall stance of this work: both deeply
connected into the system energies and apart from them, observing and
experiencing at the same time.



A note about representatives
You will have seen by now that when you invite your clients to choose a
representative for themselves, it doesn’t have to be the whole of them. For
example, you can invite them to set up something to represent the role that
they occupy, or ‘the part of them that occupies the role’. This removes, to
some extent, their personal reactivity and allows looking at a more abstract
system level. This can be useful for particular clients in particular contexts,
especially where there are a number of difficult interpersonal issues or
conflicts in the system.

It’s also useful to remember that any element within a system can be
given a place and represented. The following are offered as just a few
examples of the many elements that can be represented.

Groups of people:

the founders or owners;
suppliers and partners;
teams;
shareholders;
stakeholders;
customers/customer groups;
advisors and consultants;
employees who have left;
potential employees.

Other systems:

parent organization;
the competitors;
the government;
the political system;



the financial markets;
the economy;
national identity systems.

Abstracts:

the original purpose;
our current purpose;
what’s excluded by the purpose;
the current goals/objectives;
what’s excluded by those goals/objectives;
the culture;
our shared values/the values excluded;
resources (named or not identified);
limitations;
possibilities;
what is stuck;
something that could be the route to solution;
organizational vitality;
organizational assets;
authority;
leadership;
the ordering forces of systems.

Personal abstracts:

my values;
my resources;
my behaviour;
my beliefs;
my competencies;
my fears;
my hopes.



Other abstracts and elements:

money or the flow of money;
the winds of change;
the past as we understand it;
the past as it really was;
the emerging future;
the unknown;
the pandemic;
what could be;
the next generation.

The following can often be useful ‘litmus paper’ elements in constellations:

our existing or future customers;
those who will be affected by a change;
future employees;
something that could be the route to solution.
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Systemic supervision
The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new
landscapes, but in having new eyes.
Marcel Proust



Coaching supervision
For most professional coaches, supervision or ‘coach mentoring’ is an
essential, enriching and enjoyable part of their professional work and
journey. By providing an objective perspective that improves the quality of
the coach’s offer, as well as illuminating issues around client/coach
relationships and process, supervision has the potential to resolve, clarify
and resource.

One of the most effective ways of learning the systemic coaching and
constellations approach is to get involved in a learning and supervision
group guided by the principles and practices. In fact, any constellations
training environment is bound to include a large proportion of supervision,
as the group needs a constant supply of pressing issues and questions with
which to learn and practise.

Supervision is a central part of the learning journey and a great deal of
useful work is done by students of this approach as they bring issues and
share their coaching dilemmas. After a day of exploring supervision issues
using constellations, a group I was working with spent a while discussing
the merits of this approach and methodology in the context of supervision.
These were the observations they made, in their own words:

‘This approach limits the chances of the coach and the supervisor
getting entangled in the story, having opinions about what the coach
“should” have done…’
‘Constellations seem to be able to open up a much larger field of
possibilities and solutions than a discussion, however well
facilitated.’
‘This creates a safe space in which you can co-create fresh
solutions…’



‘The work itself and the picture of the path to resolution are
embodied so go in, and stay in, at a different level. Not just in the
head, but felt and retained somewhere deeper. That’s so useful when
you are about to face a challenging client…’

Constellations in group supervision
A constellation creates a three-dimensional physical map of the inner,
unconscious relationship pattern. This map therefore enables ‘super-vision’
of the relationship system and offers a perspective that quickly reveals
dynamics and truths not accessible through discussion, psychological
insights or experience alone. A constellation also offers a place for the
projections, parallel process and stories that keep us stuck as coaches.

The process of constellating accesses the combined embodied knowledge
and perception of everyone present, surfacing the field of information that
exists in all relationship systems. In group supervision the ‘living map’, the
constellation, is made up of other group members and reveals, just as when
using objects one to one, the hidden relationship architecture. However,
owing to the phenomenon of representative perception, previously
inaccessible information surfaces through the words that are spoken by the
representatives. Fresh levels of clarity emerge from the system, which is
given a voice.

The approach is somatic and so creates an embodied spatial awareness in
which the coach can find the place in the system from where they can be
most useful. The capacity to fine-tune this aspect is uniquely powerful in
constellations and is often a source of deep insight in supervision.
Following facilitated intervention the revised map of the relationship
pattern is internalized and embodied, so the coach is left resourced and clear
in their authority and skill.

Systemic supervision changes something in the supervisee and it’s this
re-aligned inner stance, this sense of ‘right place’ that, with the fresh



understanding and knowledge of system dynamics, resources them.
Jane is an experienced executive coach, mentor and coaching supervisor.

She trained in Coaching Constellations and started to integrate
constellations into her busy coaching supervision practice. In this example
of application, the coaches she is working with all work in the same system
together and are managers in their own right. It’s in these circumstances that
finding the inner stance of coaching can be particularly challenging.

They are not only new coaches but also fairly new to constellations,
having only experienced the methodology very briefly once before in Jane’s
supervision sessions.

Be useful, not helpful
Coaching supervisor: Jane Cox, lpswich, UK

Supervisee: Kirsty, an internal coach and senior manager within a local government authority

Client: a group of five internal coaches within a local government authority

Presenting question: ‘Why will my coachee not move on her actions?’

Jane: I asked Kirsty what the issue was for her as the coach and she reframed her question to this:
‘How can I help my coachee move forward on her actions?’

Jane: ‘What would be different if this was more resolved?’

Kirsty: ‘She will have done what she said she would!’
She voiced this in an exasperated tone – and added, ‘I would feel like my coaching was actually

working.’
Despite the judgement in the question I decided to go with this and see where it went. I was

picking up on her exasperation and wondering if this might be a transferred emotion, maybe from
somewhere within the system. Kirsty started to launch into the story so I respectfully interrupted her
and suggested that we simply map out the elements in their ‘what is’ state and then see what needed
attending to. We agreed that we would create a system boundary with chairs to represent the
directorate within which her coachee worked. I then invited Kirsty to choose a representative from
amongst the group for her coachee and she did so.



I invited Kirsty to stand behind the woman she had chosen to represent her coachee (C) and,
resting her hands lightly on her shoulders, to position her in the space within the circle of chairs, just
where it felt true. After a while I asked C what she experienced from this place and she shrugged,
looked around and said, ‘I’m not really sure what I feel. A bit lost, I think.’

I turned back to Kirsty and asked her if she wanted to say any more about the facts around C and
her situation. Kirsty explained that C was a woman in her fifties who still has a young family. She
believes that she is overwhelmed, overloaded and can’t cope, both at work and apparently in her life
as a whole. She said that C has a ‘horrible brother’ and issues with her mother.

I invited Kirsty to choose people or paper floor markers to represent these elements if they needed
to be there.

She placed markers for the mother beside C and brother behind. Both pointing at her. Kirsty then
volunteered that her coachee was also doing two jobs. She was transitioning into a new role and had
also inherited another role from someone who had retired. (I sensed that this might be significant, so
stored it away for later.)

Jane: ‘Do these different roles need to be represented?’
Kirsty put two markers in C’s hands, and asked her to hold them over her shoulders, pointing

down. The rest of the group gasped in unison at this. ‘Wow,’ said one of them. ‘I wasn’t expecting
that.’ Observing this reaction, I invited C to share what it actually felt like. She said, ‘I feel
overwhelmed and weighed down.’

Kirsty took another marker and put it by C but then repositioned it under her left foot. ‘That’s her
own job,’ she said.

Jane: ‘Her own job?’

Kirsty: ‘Yes, the job she has been doing for a while… and has been promoted from, but there is no
one else to take it on so it’s really difficult for her.’

I let that settle for a few moments and then asked if anyone else was in this picture.

Kirsty: ‘Well, me, I suppose.’
She chose someone to represent herself (K rep) and moved her into position directly in front of C,

facing her.
K rep immediately took a step back and volunteered unprompted that she couldn’t see C from that

close. She was obscured by all the stuff overwhelming her. Kirsty smiled in recognition and insight.
She had got too close.

I asked her if anything else needed to be represented.

Kirsty: ‘Just her line manager. But he seems really ineffectual.’
I noticed how Kirsty had colluded with the story of the boss but invited her to choose a

representative for him (M). She positioned him right on the edge of the system with his back to it. M
asked if he could turn around because he couldn’t see C. But when he did, he said he wasn’t really
interested anyway as he still couldn’t really see her, only all the stuff around her. At this, he half
turned away and leant on the back of a chair.

I invited Kirsty to walk around and share what she noticed.



Kirsty: ‘Well, I realize I can’t intervene with the line manager but I want to give him a good shake! I
would intervene if I wasn’t her coach. I feel really frustrated by them all. No one is helping her.’

Jane: ‘This feels important. Shall we represent your frustration?’ Kirsty chose a marker.

Jane: ‘Where does it belong?’
Before Kirsty could place it, C said, ‘It’s there!’ and pointed to a spot in front of her, in the

direction of M and the empty space between them. This was another of the points in the constellation
that I noticed Kirsty really take in – she was learning that the frustration was not just hers alone, but
also belonged in the system.

Jane: ‘Anything else?’

Kirsty: ‘Well, my coaching needs representing in some way…’

Jane: ‘Say a bit more about that.’

Kirsty: ‘It’s me being a coach, my professional self, my training,’ she said as she placed a floor
marker alongside K rep pointing in the direction of C. I suggested to Kirsty that she walk around and
look at it from C’s perspective, then I offered a sentence inviting her to ask C what she really wanted.

In response to this C replied: ‘I want my coach to come over here, beside me.’ There was a pause
before she burst out, ‘Help!’

This set off a spontaneous exchange between the two representatives.

K rep: ‘I’m frustrated and angry at your inactivity. You agreed to do things but you haven’t.’

C: ‘Please help me get out of this mess. I can’t find time even to get started.’
On hearing this M volunteered that he had an impulse to take one of the jobs away from C and he

removed one of the markers she was holding.

I asked C how she felt as a result and she said: ‘Relieved.’
I was moving around with Kirsty now helping her to notice what emerged.

Kirsty: ‘Oh. I guess her director needs to be in this. C went to see him to ask if he would help since
her manager isn’t. And he asked her to produce a task list so he could see what it is she does. He is
not a specialist in her area so I guess needs to get a feel for why she is so stressed.’

She asked the only person left to represent the director (D) and it crossed my mind that everyone in
the group was now involved. There were no bystanders. Perhaps this in itself was information about
the system?

C had a reaction to this: ‘I thought that by going round my manager to talk to the director, he would
be able to make things happen. But he has just given me one more thing to do – another list. When
am I going to get this done? He’ll think I’m useless.’

I also noticed aloud the parallel of Kirsty having helped C to create a list of things she wanted to
achieve, and the director asking for a task list too.

Kirsty voiced her frustration again, about her own inability to move things forward, and with the
organization as a whole.



I offered K rep a sentence to share with C.

K rep said: ‘How can I help you? What do you want of me?’

With a slight smile C replied: ‘Could you do it for me?’

Kirsty watched this and then said: ‘I really want her to get the list together as I feel that if the director
knows what’s what he will be able to do something. But I shouldn’t, should I?’ (Earlier in our
supervision discussion Kirsty had spoken of how in her manager’s role she often sat down with her
staff and helped them get started on something, then left them to carry on, with her on hand if
needed. She saw this as an effective way of helping them develop.)

Kirsty: ‘I am a coach here and that means I have to act differently from when I’m a manager. I need
to get her to want to do it herself. I don’t see why, if she can make time for our sessions, she doesn’t
seem able to make time to do what we agree.’

I held this for a moment before saying: ‘What if you gave yourself permission to ask her what she
wants? Perhaps you might say, “You make time for our sessions, so how could we use our time
together to progress your actions?’’’

On hearing this K rep turned to C and said: ‘What if I help you make a start on your list? You can
type it up as we speak. You could use our session to start things moving. And I could even help you
rehearse your conversation with the director.’

Jane: ‘And what else would be a step towards better here?’ I asked of no one in particular.

C: ‘Lose some of the work.’
Then I suggested some movement to realign the relationship between coach and coachee by

inviting K rep to move alongside C.

Jane: ‘What difference does this make? ‘

C: ‘I feel better with you alongside. It’s less confrontational.’

Then she said to K rep: ‘Please don’t keep being so sympathetic. Let’s get practical, then I won’t get
so emotional.’

K rep: ‘What if I turn away slightly?’

C: ‘Yeah, I can still feel you there but that feels better.’
Kirsty frowned slightly then her face relaxed and she smiled with understanding and relief.
Nothing was said for a short while. I let the new relationship pattern settle in Kirsty and then,

feeling the moment might now be appropriate, I asked Kirsty about the inherited job and what had
happened with the previous role holder.

Kirsty: ‘She retired. She was really good at her job. She had built it from nothing. There wasn’t really
a handover as she went and C just had to sort of pick it up because there was no one else to do it.’

Perhaps this was significant. I offered sentences to invite C to acknowledge the previous job-
holder’s contribution and let her inhabit the role in the best way she could, given the circumstances.
This prompted the representative to say:



C: ‘Thank you for doing the job so well. I will do the best I can but I also have another job so I may
not do it as well as you. I will do what I can.’

I could see Kirsty was absorbing all this, the larger picture of the system. Then I invited Kirsty to
move the marker representing her professional self. She put it under K rep’s foot.

I offered K rep sentences to address to C. K rep heard these and then said, in her own words, ‘I
will help you as a coach. I will bring my whole self to the next session and we can work together on
your actions. I can only do my best but I will support you in moving forward.’

There followed an acknowledgement from C that she felt less pessimistic. ‘I feel better about this
now, less useless. Maybe I will be able to do this if we can just focus on the practical stuff.’

I turned to Kirsty as she started to speak. ‘Watching that, I feel able to do whatever I need to for C,
whatever she needs me to do. I realize now that being present for her (like you kept saying in our
coach training) means being myself and not doing what I think a coach should do.’

She had released herself from the constraint of what she ‘should’ do and let go of her assumed
responsibility for solving C’s problems, let go of trying so hard to get an outcome – albeit with the
good intention of helping the coachee achieve her coaching goal.

Jane: ‘What if we remove the frustration marker?’

Jane to K rep: ‘What occurs to you?’

K rep: ‘No, leave it. But put it over there in the space of the organization. That’s where it belongs.
They have some responsibility for all this. They are asking too much.’

As I was reflecting on the balance of EXCHANGE in this system and the way constellations return
responsibility to where it belongs the representative for the director spoke up:

D: ‘You’re right. And I’m trying to do something about it. But I need to understand the scale of the
problem first.’

It seemed that the system was starting to accept its responsibility and offering to rebalance.

Kirsty: ‘I sense I could really help her move on by suggesting we use the coaching time to develop an
overview of what she has to do and then prepare for her meeting with the director. I see now that he
is the key to helping her sort out her workload, not me. That’s it. I know how to move forward with
the coaching now.’

Jane: ‘So, are we done here for now? Is there anything else we need to attend to?’

Kirsty: ‘Yes. I think we are done. It’s been really revealing. Thank you. I feel much more confident
about how to progress this.’

I suggested she gather up the markers and de-role each representative to their seat, thanking them
as she did so.

So what did Kirsty, the client of this coaching supervision constellation, learn?

The constellation allowed her to find her ‘right place’, literally and metaphorically, with her
coachee and so eased the resistance between the two by repositioning them side by side but
less intently focused on each other. This enabled them to redefine their relationship.



The constellation showed her the source of the frustration that she had been feeling – it
belonged in large part within the system itself.

She recalled that when the manager had seen the pressure on her coachee’s shoulders, he had
stepped in and removed one of the roles. This felt like important information. Kirsty had
been colluding in a generalized judgement of his lack of interest, but that movement gave her
cause to reassess this.

She recognized that she didn’t need to intervene directly with the organization but she could
be more useful if she supported her coachee to do this for herself.

Most importantly she really heard the representative for the client say this about being
helpful: ‘Please don’t keep being so sympathetic.’ It dawned on her that she was not actually
being helpful at all, merely intensifying the pressure.

Kirsty could clearly take this embodied inner sense, this new constellation, of the
relationship back into her work.

I received an email from Kirsty some time afterwards in which she told me that she’d followed
through on her actions and her coachee had responded well to the different dynamic. She recognized
now the parallel of both feeling stuck in the conversation. The more they talked, the more stuck they
became, until Kirsty broke the deadlock by doing something different and suggesting they take the
next step together.

Kirsty also talked about the constellation and how poweful she felt it was in releasing tensions,
showing the hidden dynamics and enabling her to recalibrate herself as a coach.

What did I, Jane the supervisor and facilitator of this constellation, learn?

This was the fifth supervision constellation I had facilitated and I find it quite wonderful that
coaches who have little or no experience of working in this way can enter into it and access
the field so fully and authentically, generating fresh information and insight.

I noticed how much Kirsty jumped in with words and I wonder if I could have stopped her
more often – maybe by inviting her to sit down – and checked for what the representative
was actually experiencing so we could have got a little more under, or past, the story.

I didn’t revisit the coachee’s previous role or indeed her family issues as within this
constellation these elements hadn’t seemed to demand attention. They seemed to be just
more weight that the coachee was carrying, and my sense was that they were not part of this
particular system. They might, however, emerge in a future session, in which case we can
give them our attention.

I wondered if I could have swapped Kirsty’s representative for Kirsty herself at the end of
the constellation so she had an embodied sense of her ‘right place’ and of being less
empathetic, less ‘helpful’ with her coachee.



I was glad to be able to find a useful way of acknowledging the previous role-holder as I
know that this order of TIME can be so important when supporting leaders to find their
authority in role. Especially when they have either left in difficult circumstances or have
been very successful and popular, as in this case.

I feel very aware of the challenges and entanglements for those working as coaches within their own
organizational system. Indeed, this aspect is a significant part of the training that Kirsty referred to.
Constellations are so useful in separating out the systems so that internal coaches have a clearer view
of this aspect and can get disentangled. As a result they are proving to be an important part of my
supervision practice.

This supervision constellation allowed both the facilitator and the
participants an opportunity to experiment with accessing embodied
knowledge and the benefits of simply mapping ‘what is’ to open up other
possibilities and paths to resolution. As with many supervision
constellations you see in this example how we can often get too close, too
entangled with our clients, to be useful. Then we try to be helpful or force
action, or take responsibility away from where it belongs in the system.

The attempts to help are often motivated by a mixture of frustration, our
own difficulties with similar issues and natural empathy. The impact of
helping too much is very often a deepening sense of helplessness and this is
clearly articulated by the representative for the one being helped in this
constellation: ‘Please don’t keep being so sympathetic.’

Bert Hellinger said something on this, the difference between being
helpful and being useful in service of the whole system. He said: ‘Have no
intention. Especially to help.’

This learning point and inner recalibration is often cited as one of the
most memorable and useful on the learning (and un-learning) journey of
systemic coaching. The relief that the coach feels at taking the emphasis off
being helpful and instead standing back and seeing the whole, a place from



where they can be much more useful, is also felt by the client who then
feels free and more able to stand in their own authority and responsibility.

~

Due to the experiential nature of constellations they offer the group
supervision process a rich source and methodology for learning for
everyone in the group. In Jane’s example above everyone in the supervision
group is needed by the constellation so each comes away with a direct
experience of what it feels like to stand in a field of information, to stand in
the ebb and flow of a system.

For constellations that don’t require all members of the group to be
directly involved there is also a powerful learning experience to be had
from watching – or as so very often happens embodying a part of the
system that has not been consciously represented in the constellation. This
phenomenon is very common and makes it particularly important to allow
everyone in the room an opportunity to feedback their experience – even if
you think they were only ‘observing’.

Information that unlocks something stuck, hidden or forgotten in the
system often emerges in these circumstances.

One of the exercises that is used in training is a very simple pairs
exercise. This exercise is useful for supervision when as a coach you are
preparing for a challenging client. If you are learning about this approach
with others then you can try this with a learning partner. However, for the
purposes of this book I’ll describe it in its application in self-supervision.
Self-supervision is something that can be easily and usefully done through
this methodology, and it also provides a good opportunity to practise
constellating, around a pressing issue, for coaches who are new to this
approach and want to practise.

Self-supervision can be done with representative objects or with floor
markers. In this context a floor marker is simply a piece of paper with a



name on it (your own or that of the client you are thinking of) and an arrow
indicating direction of attention. You need to be able to stand on the floor
markers.



Coach self-supervision exercise
Clear a space in the room and identify a boundary to that space. Have two large pieces of
paper that you can use as representatives of yourself and a client.

Think of a client with whom you struggle to make or keep a productive connection or with
whom you are currently experiencing stuckness or another kind of challenging relationship or
process issue. Let a sense of the relationship dynamic and coaching process with them occupy
you. Take your time and when in touch with your ‘felt sense’ of your client relationship, select
a piece of paper to represent your client.

Standing and then walking slowly in the space with the piece of paper at waist height and
held between your two hands, find a place that feels true. Where in this physical space do they
belong, and what is the direction of their attention? When you sense that the representative for
your client is in a place that feels true (not ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, just true), place the piece of
paper down on the floor in that place.

Next, slowly find your own place in relationship to them. Do this with a second piece of
paper with your name and an arrow indicating direction of attention on it. Forget everything
you think you need to know to do this and experiment with different positions. Very slowly,
and while in touch with your centre, find a place that feels true to ‘what is’. If you have done
this while in touch with your inner sense of the relationship dynamic, you will find yourself
standing in the truth of the difficulty of this relationship that you currently experience with
this particular client.

Try saying out loud a short sentence that captures this truth, even just: ‘This is how it is’.
Simply stand in this place and express, through the processes of constellations you are now
familiar with, your experience of this place and of this relationship pattern.

Next, experiment with a small movement that feels like a step closer to an easing of the
system. Then try ‘exchanging’ one or two sentences that resonate with your experience of
standing in the particular place. You can find out how each ‘lands’ by stepping back off your
place and standing in the place the client occupies. By doing so, you may well find fresh
information from their place that gives you a different perspective on the relationship and/or
coaching process. This is an exercise that taps into the information held within systems
through your own somatic experience, not a perceptual positions exercise. Turn any sense of
fresh information into a sentence, movement or both and notice the impact of doing so.

You already know enough about this approach to take this exercise to a suitable next step or
conclusion. You may find yourself with enough fresh information simply through this first
stage, mapping what is. You may choose to go further by adding another element or resource.



After this exercise, take some time to note down what you experience and
what information you gathered from each place. You may also like to try
this small self-facilitated constellation with other issues or questions. For
example, you can set up your relationship to coaching, to money, to
anything that you are in relationship with.

Self-supervision is an effective way of learning and practising this
methodology, as well as illuminating your own relationship patterns.



Super-vision: a summary
Whether in one-to-one or group settings, systemically orientated
supervision enables a truly helicopter view of the
system/client/supervisee/supervisor relationship system. This super-vision
enables real clarity about the hidden patterns, parallel processes and deep
resources embedded in the parts and whole of the system being explored.

Because of the way constellations work they release the supervisor from
the need to be the expert and enable a fresh level of new information to
surface. This liberates supervisee and supervisor, and both are looking and
exploring together.

Systemically oriented supervision enables coaches to build fresh levels of
clarity in challenging relationship systems. By acknowledging what is and
then respectfully revealing hidden loyalties and entanglements, coach and
client release blocked energy and restore flow in the system.

Supervision of this nature accesses embodied information and so results
in fresh insights, perspectives and action beyond the mental constructs that
keep us stuck. In addition, the supervisee experiences the application of a
systemic approach for themselves so that they learn about systems and the
methodology that they can also use with their clients.

This kind of supervision allows us to find our ‘right distance and place’
with and from our clients. A place from which we can be useful rather than
helpful because we are:

free from the entanglements of being too close, or too big, so we can
see and work in service of the whole system from a respectful
distance;
free from the stories and judgements that result from being too close,
so we can work in an omnipartial way.



Systemic super-vision allows us to see who and what is resourced and
where support is needed, and enables us to:

see what systemic pressures, dynamics and patterns are present in
each system;
illuminate what we cannot yet see, what we may be minimizing or
turning away from;
notice which of the ordering forces of systems have been ignored or
accidentally violated;
identify who and what belongs where;
return responsibility to where it belongs in the system;
find our own strength, dignity and authority and connect us with our
resources.

Systemic supervision supports us to see the whole ecosystem of the client
and our relationship to it by creating a map of everyone and everything that
is, just as it is. We can then look at that complexity from a new perspective,
noticing the boundaries of belonging, the patterns, dynamics and influences.

Systemic supervision is a rich process that is, like all constellations,
larger than the supervisor and the supervisee and so keeps everyone the
‘right size’ in relation to the client and the systems involved.

So, systemic supervision supports the supervisee to find and stay in the
best place at the right distance so they are free to be useful. However, it also
offers one of the powerful distinguishing marks of this approach: the use of
the ‘resonant sentences’.

In systemic supervision creating a map of the relationship dynamic can often be enough
to shine fresh light on a question or issue the supervisee is struggling with. However, the
addition of resonant systemic sentences allows the system and people in it to find their
voice. The short phrases, statements or requests are often the most potent aspect of the
work and create a lasting impact in the supervisee and the system they are in
relationship with.

Maren Donata Urschel



Talking about feeling confused or entangled in your work with a client as
opposed to actually saying, within a supervision constellation, ‘I have
moved too close’ and then later perhaps, ‘From this new place I can see it
all and be useful’ is a very different, embodied experience. These words
stay in the body and so resource the coach when they are next in contact
with the client system.

Systemic supervision, like systemic coaching itself, is a pleasure to
facilitate and receive as it provides a new perspective, fresh information, a
way of expressing what has not been said or needs to be said, and clarity on
the source of hidden dynamics and resources.
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Human being
Do not let the roles you play in life make you forget that you are
human.
Roy T Bennett



Human beings, human needs
Working and walking alongside coaching clients, whether individuals,
teams or groups, and supporting them to explore the deep patterns of their
lives and work, I often reflect on the core needs of us human beings. We
spend so much time doing, not being. However, recognizing and including
our humanity is a vitally important part of building lasting organizational
health.

It seems to me that there are three core needs we all share as human
beings. I don’t offer this as a new model that will transform your
understanding of the human condition; it is simply an observation of life
and life at work. I think of these as our own ‘ordering forces’ that enable us
to function well, to be in flow as human beings.

We are the first system we must pay attention to if we really want to be
useful for others. Once we have reflected on our own needs we can then see
how they may be met in others and, specifically, in coaching.

I think of these three needs, these ordering principles, like this, in a kind
of equation:



 

The three needs are a relational system of themselves, interconnected and
interdependent.

We can use them as a frame within which to look at the relevance and
benefits of coaching itself. And then how you might pay attention to and
include them in your work as a coach, facilitator or organizational
development consultant.



The need to belong
There is already a substantial amount about the deep need to belong that sits
at the heart of the human condition in this book, so I won’t repeat that here.

It’s clear that in most understandings of the human experience the deep
need to belong is recognized as central. It’s also clear that we have very
powerful innate needs for attachment to a parent as an expression of that
need when young. However, one person is not enough; we need to anchor
ourselves within a relationship system, even though we may begin
accessing and understanding that system through one person.

In early human experience our belonging in the group was a matter of
physical survival for all human beings as we fought for food, for water and
for life. These days, once we emerge from our family system we can
physically survive for much longer periods. However, it’s the psychological
belonging that is so important and even a small group that is consistent
through life can make a very significant difference to our inner landscape
and sense of identity.

Many people who have a conflicted or bruised sense of belonging are
attracted to professional and organizational life because it appears to offer
something important that’s missing. This is very common, however
organizations are not really designed to acknowledge, manage or process
this very powerful need to belong. They may appear to be, and many do
indeed offer very attractive cultures, working practices and wellbeing
programmes. However attractive and useful these are, they can never meet
the deep need to belong. In short, no organization can replace a family
system and meet the need to belong in one.

So, it follows that if coaching is to have lasting benefits and really touch
the humanity of those it is offered to it needs to include some understanding
of the need to belong.



Many people who have a conflicted or bruised sense of belonging are
attracted to coaching. As a coach it is useful to be aware of this and
illuminate your own needs and patterns around belonging as this is a central
part of understanding self and others, and indeed of systemic coaching
itself. The coaching industry attracts many thousands of people who have a
hazy inner sense of belonging, and the societies, federations and other kinds
of coaching organizations are very attractive as they appear to offer this.
However, what is less well understood is just how strong these needs are
and how complex it is to have them inside an organizational system.

A lack of belonging, safety or recognition is held in the body. This is why somatic coaching,
external mapping of embodied experiences, can be so resourcing. It allows what’s trapped
inside to be externalized, allowing it to be seen, influenced and reintegrated.

Organizations also offer something of the other two core needs, safety and
recognition.



The need for safety
If you don’t feel safe, either psychologically or physically, you can’t learn,
you can’t love, you can’t lead and you can’t follow. The experience of
feeling unsafe is often first felt as a child where, if your parents or
caregivers were in some way unable to protect you – sometimes from
themselves – you learnt that your primary system, your home base, couldn’t
provide something you needed to grow and develop as a human being.

Feeling psychologically unsafe in the first system, the family system, is
naturally the root cause of much anxiety, confusion and depression later in
life. If you can’t trust your own home environment, if your parents or other
caregivers are unable to maintain their own safe boundaries, then life will
become very challenging for you.

It’s impossible to feel psychologically safe if you are in physical danger,
so one comes with the other. You can however feel emotionally unsafe
without feeling physically unsafe, although the fear, shame or anger will
always end up somewhere in your body.

How many of your coaching clients have experienced a lack of physical
or emotional safety? Although you will never know you may like to take
the possibility into consideration as you come alongside people. This is why
coaching, of almost any kind, can have enormous benefits, just for the fact
that someone who knows how to feel safe themselves comes to sit
alongside you, actually and metaphorically.

We talk about ‘creating a safe space’ for clients by withholding
judgement, listening and asking open questions. By doing so we are not just
creating a safe space in that moment but also giving them an opportunity to
do that within themselves, to build trust in themselves, to feel safe in
themselves.



A lack of psychological safety is perhaps one of the most common
phenomena in business and other organizational systems. As we touched on
in Chapter 1, the ‘outside in’ experience of authority wielded without
respect or regard for human dignity will soon become what is so often
referred to as a ‘toxic’ environment, an unsafe system.

I would go further and say that the expansion of and significant demand
for coaching in business and organizational systems is directly connected to
the lack of psychological safety many people experience. This not only
means that they are more likely to become unsafe leaders themselves, but
that corporate life is damaging many people’s mental health by violating
their boundaries and sense of safety.

Understanding the central importance of psychological and emotional
safety in leadership and organizational life in general is something that
requires more support. That can begin with coaches who inhabit, embody
and express it.

Meanwhile, how many people who become coaches do you think had
experiences at home or at school where they felt unsafe psychologically or
physically, or both?

I think if we are honest, we have all experienced authority, either at
home, in school or early career, in one form or another that made us feel
unsafe, and we learnt to either retreat, disassociate or perhaps feel shame,
fear or anger. All of these will have become embodied and we will carry
them with us for a long time, taking them into our futures.

When you work within teams and groups it becomes even more
important to know your own safety barriers and how to create the
conditions where safety naturally emerges. This is always going to be a
result of the combination of the coach/facilitator’s own sense of safety and
their inner stance, no matter the methodology they are using.

Systemic coaching with constellations is most often described by those
who learn to inhabit it – and their clients – as respectful, truthful, authentic,



real. This supports the creation of a safe space in which to learn, develop
change and grow.

Psychological safety is essential in any coaching of an individual and a
gift to give in and of itself.

Walking on The Edge
Stephanie was brought up by her paternal grandparents from when she was 4 to almost 14, because
her parents were not available for a number of complex reasons. She felt very safe and really seen,
recognized for who she was as a young girl.

But she travelled through school and then professional systems feeling that she never quite
belonged. When she came into a senior management role, she told her coach that she had always felt
she lived and worked ‘on the edge of systems’. This was a deep pattern for her and gave her several
real advantages as a leader who could see and lead the system from a certain distance, but also some
challenges and feelings of separateness, loneliness.

Eventually she became a coach herself with a particular ability to work systemically, finding the
distance required, the ‘edge-walking’ natural for her, combined with an ability to tune deeply into
unspoken system dynamics and support others to find their place in them.



The need for recognition
It was Eric Berne, the Canadian psychiatrist and originator of Transactional
Analysis (TA), who put forward the idea that we humans are born with a
particular set of appetites, or ‘psychobiological hungers’ as he called them.
One of these is the hunger for recognition. Whether our innate hunger for
recognition got fed when we were children and young adults has a potent
impact on how we ‘show up’ as adults.

Many people struggle to clearly identify and connect with who they
really are. We each find different ways of ‘finding ourselves’ whether
through a journey to the other side of the world or an inner journey.
However, ironically perhaps, the real clarity often comes from outside, from
another human being who can see who we are, before we see it ourselves.
This may be a loving and fully present parent, or a teacher, friend or leader.
But not everyone has that experience or has it often enough to support the
creation of a clear sense of self, of identity.

If the need to be seen as uniquely you is not met you will go into the
world, the world of work, searching for it. Perhaps many politicians,
celebrities and people who are ‘famous for being famous’ are often
unknowingly showing us that they didn’t feel truly seen as a child and don’t
have a clear sense of who they are. So, they go searching for mirrors to find
out if what they see reflected back, through other people, social media and
work, makes sense and can be integrated. It is a longing at the level of
identity and never truly met through these means.

The many ‘reality TV’ programmes and talent shows feed this need in
particular, and the highs and lows are intense as people perform or behave
in a way that they believe will help achieve recognition. However, the
greater the need to be seen the less likely that they feel seen, especially in
these high-pressure entertainment contexts.



Open-hearted, agenda-free attention with deep listening offers a useful
experience of recognition, just by the listening, the safe space in which the
other feels validated and seen. As a result, being recognized for who we are
is one of the gifts of coaching, one that we shouldn’t underestimate.

In businesses large and small the simple truth that people want to be seen
for who they are is often overlooked. When people do feel recognized for
who they are and their unique contribution, by the other members of the
system they work in, they probably won’t come into coaching, at least not
for that reason.

Systemic coaching and the external expression of your inner unconscious
map offers deep recognition of the individual and their ‘what is’. It also
offers something else in addition. It offers a deep recognition of your true
place in the systems in which you belong. As we dance through the
complexity of human needs, as we try to find the best place in the system
from which we can bring our gifts, we search for our place. This way of
working facilitates a way of seeing and adjusting that place.

My observation is that recognition hunger is a significant and very
common unconscious dynamic in leadership at an individual, team and
group level in many businesses, large and small. Leaders who are described
as egocentric or hubristic (interestingly the word hubris, from Greek, means
behaviours that violate the natural orders) and are seen as arrogant or
overconfident are often searching for recognition.

Seen in this way it is more possible to feel open to them; wounded on the
inside at the level of identity and meaning, they are thrashing about wanting
desperately to be seen, to be recognized.

Any coaching built on the principles and practices that you learn in a
professional coach training delivers a degree of recognition that is lacking
in most organizational leadership and business schools, books and practices.
Just by being with someone you give them that gift.



So, recognition sits at the heart of any coaching even though it may not
be conscious for the coach or the client. However, while this happens by
default, there is some real value, I believe, in bringing it respectfully into
our conscious awareness as coaches.

~

This combination of needs may not be something we make explicitly with a
coaching client, but by holding them in our awareness we can make a
significant difference in our stance, our inner attitude and perception.



When the needs are not met
When people don’t have their core psychobiological needs met a powerful
combination of feelings and dynamics emerge. It can be useful to have this
in mind when coaching.

For example, when you notice that there is a lot of projection and
transference going on, it can be a sign that the core needs were not met, as
the lack results in a fractured sense of self, a difficulty bringing yourself
into sharp focus. As we search around inside ourselves for the parts, we
project onto others. In projection and transference, we are trying to
complete a relational need, something that wasn’t completed or connected
in a prior relationship system.

Projection, the unconscious attribution of parts of ourselves (usually what
we have unconsciously determined are the very positive or the very
negative aspects of ourselves) onto others can result in strong opinions and
judgements about other people as ‘very good, I like you’ or ‘very bad, I
hate you’.

Transference, when we transfer our experience of a past relationship,
most often with a parent or other potent authority figure, onto a current
relationship, is also likely to be present when our core needs have not been
met.

When the three needs can’t be met you may also experience an existential
crisis. Times where you lose your sense of meaning and identity, because
the needs are a key part of the foundation stones that rest beneath us, if we
are fortunate.

The relevance to coaching of all this is that projection, transference and
crises of meaning and identity are all very common in contemporary
business and other kinds of organizational systems. This is in large part
because a lack of safety, a lack of recognition and a jumble of unwritten



rules of belonging cause significant stress in individuals, teams and whole
organizational systems.

This is especially likely for those who didn’t have the three needs met as
a child. Which might of course also be why they were attracted to the
organizational system in the first place.

This makes life in organizational systems particularly complex. However,
coaching that takes these needs into account is coaching that can make a
lasting difference to people as human beings in roles as members, managers
and leaders.

In my experience so far, it is not often necessary to make these three
needs explicit in leadership coaching, it is more a framework for the coach
that leads to insights, a compassionate stance and a useful filtering of what
the client describes.

On occasion, however, it can be useful to simply name them as a frame
for looking at the responsibilities of leadership.

A Triad of Needs
I recently worked with a leader in a very hierarchical, male-dominated system with international
reach and influence. From the things that he said and the spatial representation of the senior team he
expressed so clearly in a tabletop mapping, I could sense that this system was effective in recruiting
people to lead in such a way that all three of these human needs were being mostly ignored.

I shared with him my observation that there are three core and shared human needs, whether at
home or at work. I spontaneously placed three coffee cups in a triangle around the constellation in
front of us. The three-dimensional map of the team he was leading, through some challenging times,
was held within the triad of needs.

There was a long silence but after a while he quietly said, almost to himself, ‘I will lead with this
in mind.’



 



The problem with organizations
Organizations, whether set up to do business or something else, have a
problem. They represent something for people who bring their unmet needs
to belong, feel safe or be recognized into that organizational system and yet
they simply aren’t designed to contain or process all of those needs.

Very often organizations try to meet, or resist, the needs. They may try to
meet them by offering mindfulness and ‘wellness’ time or resist them by
clamping down increasingly hard, using the HR department as a kind of
police force. By enforcing rules and tightening the boundaries around
employees like this, they hope to limit the neediness by control. Both of
these approaches are missing some understanding about the human
condition, boundaries, and the role and function of organizations.

The people who bring these needs – we are all recovering children – will
try to meet them within the organization and may become increasingly
demanding. The risk of chronic stress and burn-out increases as the
individuals try to get their needs met within a system set up to do something
else entirely.

So, organizations are not really set up to include the essential truths and
core needs of human beings, even though it is us who set them up. Our deep
needs to belong, feel safe and be recognized can only be met to a limited
degree as we travel through organizational systems.

The way these core needs were or were not met in the systems behind
every individual in an organization makes life in organizations complex.
Much more complex than family systems. Family systems are in fact much
simpler and more natural structures than any organization. They are also the
place to look if you want to find the resources that every human being
requires to thrive.



Underneath the behaviour is a feeling.

Under the feeling is a need.

Beyond the need is a longing.

A longing to belong, feel safe and be seen, recognized as you.
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The F word
It begins with your family, but soon it comes around to your soul.
Leonard Cohen



The family-of-origin system
In this final chapter I want to say a little more about the impact of our
origins and the connections to why we may have been drawn to coaching in
the first place, and share a flavour of what’s possible in terms of resourcing
yourself and then your clients.

We all come from systems, the first of which has the most influence over
our life and work: our family system. Many people, coaches included, try to
move away from this simple truth in an attempt to distance themselves from
their origins, in an attempt to become free. That movement away from our
source has the opposite effect and we stay stuck, entangled or judgemental.

For this reason and as part of the learning journey that my colleagues and
I facilitate, we include, after the fundamentals have been explored, a
module on personal and family issues. This supports alignment and clarity
in participants’ ‘tail feathers’, deepens the contact with the foundations of
the approach and also helps people understand how you can place safe
boundaries around personal issues that emerge in coaching.

The systemic coaching approach described in this book originated and
was developed and first applied in the context of family systems. Applying
it in coaching does not require that you train as a therapist or in the
application of family system constellations. Some experience however, as a
representative in another’s constellation, as well as exploring your own
issues as a client, is very useful.

Fill your own cup first
Most coaches are interested in personal and professional development. Not
all are lucky enough to experience their family of origin as a resource or
strength. Some are deeply entangled in complex, often painful, family
dynamics. After all, no one escapes some difficulty and confusion in their



young life, and many people who offer support and guidance to others are
unconsciously searching for something similar themselves.

When we struggle to internalize our source, our parents and other ancestors, we will struggle
to bring ourselves into focus and may find ourselves feeling under-resourced in life and work.

It’s not possible to be human without some wounding, so if you move into
one of the ‘helping professions’ you can either try to leave your bruising
behind in the hope it will fade away (it won’t) or you can look at it, work
with it and then integrate it, softening the impact.

As with therapists who have really done their own work and who remain
committed to lifelong learning and growth, coaching informed by ongoing
inner work is likely to be respectful, effective and liberating. When the
‘helping through coaching’ is done purely from a ‘tools and techniques’
perspective, where the deeper patterns remain in the unconscious, it can
lead to entangled helping, coaches who are trying hard to support clients,
often in a way they wish they could have been themselves.

When our wounding is conscious it can be a source of deep insight and very often the origin
of our signature strength.

The dynamics that are alive in us as a result of our relationship with our
parents and family system as a child, and how we hold them in our hearts
and minds as adults, play out in our work as coaches. Coaches, just like
every other human being, will often repeat, in life and at work, the very
same dynamics that they are blind to from their origins. This can lead to



frustration and a sense of stuckness when supporting others’ journeys. And,
as no professional development that endures happens without personal
development too, this area is important.

The clearer we are about who we are and where and how we belong, the
more resourced we will be as coaches. Attending to this area allows us to
support our clients without cost to us or them. When we can access the
resource in our system of origin we can develop and embody a sustainable
capacity to live, work and lead.

The way you find your place and belong in organizational systems may very often mirror how
you found your place and belonged in your family system.

Bert Hellinger originally identified what he called ‘orders of love’ as a way
of describing the ordering forces he kept seeing at work in families and in
family constellations. When our family-of-origin systems are out of
alignment with one or more of these natural forces, the effects will be
experienced by us but also, in subtle ways, by our clients, in the way we
work with them.

Simplifying a large subject for the purposes of this brief summary and in
the context of coaching, we may feel under-resourced or become entangled
with our clients and their issues in ways that confuse and cost us or weaken
them.

Coaches who have had difficulty finding their place in the family or have
had someone or something excluded from their family, or have experienced
an imbalance of exchange, can become, if they are aware of these
dynamics, skilled and resourceful in seeing the same patterns in their
clients’ systems.



As we travel on our professional journey, we may begin to see the
connections between the challenges and difficulties we inevitably
experienced in our family – nobody escapes some wounding – and our
attraction towards and entanglement in the organizational systems we
joined subsequently. After all, we are drawn towards the comfort of familiar
pain time and again, until we see the pattern and the searching for clarity
and completion underneath.

In the first chapter we explored some of the possible motivations,
patterns and dynamics connected to becoming a coach in the first place.
Experiences of belonging in organizational systems that may have become a
part of the reason you began to work as a coach. Let’s go back one more
step so you can move forward with more ease.

If you choose to explore any of the challenges and dynamics you face in
this area, you could of course do so in a family constellations workshop or
indeed one-to-one. This provides the double benefit of learning more about
the methodology, underpinning principles and processes, while also
illuminating and perhaps beginning to resolve your own wounding.

Back to the start
Our family system is the place in which we first learn about the ebb and
flow of hidden dynamics, about leadership authority, about psychological
safety, about recognition and finding our place. At the time we have little
conscious awareness of just how deeply we take these in, how we introject
them. They become a part of our identity and we carry the deep patterns
that emerge with us through our life and work.

The more we know about how we found a place of belonging within our
first system, the more we understand the invisible undercurrents of our
family system, the more we will feel present. If you’d like to move forward
with fluency and clarity, look back first. From that will come clarity,
insight, and then release and resource.



The place you found in your family system as a child, the way you belonged and the way you
then calibrated your distance from your family has a profoundly important influence on how
you are as an employee, as a manager, leader or coach.

These are perhaps some of the uncomfortable truths of life and life at work.
And are also good examples of where a systemic frame and systemic
coaching have lots to offer, from a philosophical but also a very practical
point of view.

As mentioned in the first chapter, our less-conscious drivers have
enormous gifts hidden within them. But first you need to bring them into
your conscious awareness so they don’t trip you up. Many are connected to
patterns that started much earlier than the professional path. Let’s take a
look at some of them, in the context of coaching and becoming a coach.



Patterns emerging from your experience
in your family-of-origin system
These experiences, if they are yours, took place in the family system you
were born into, so they were internalized and became embodied.

You were recruited by parents or other family members to help
resolve their conflict. You became a ‘peacemaker’ as a child or young
adult. Perhaps you bring that familiar pattern into your work and,
later, your work as a coach.
You hold a judgement over one or both of your parents and work as a
coach to ‘correct’ them through your client work. Sometimes you
find yourself judging your clients in a similar way.
You rejected the authority of one or both parents and that leaves you
with a difficulty finding your own, or allowing others to lead you.
Perhaps you become a leadership coach.
You tried to carry one parent’s pain, depression or anxiety and this
carrying stays with you as you go into the world of work and
eventually, coaching.
You hold a semi-conscious and private wish that you could have
saved, rescued or healed someone (or everyone) in your family of
origin. You become a coach and bring this yearning with you.
Your parents recruited you to take care of them in some subtle or
more explicit ways. In this way you learnt to be helpful from early
on, but from a level in the system that was not yours.
You identify unconsciously with one or more of your ancestors who
healed, saved or otherwise helped others in some way. You become a
coach and so stay loyal to the family pattern.
You have a private wish to atone for the hurt, damage or difficult
behaviour in your family of origin. You become a coach determined



to create safe spaces for people to grow and learn.
You experienced your family system as chaotic and unpredictable.
Perhaps you become a coach with a focus on organizational
coherence.
You didn’t feel you received what you needed as a child, so you give
and give as a coach, in the unconscious hope of receiving what was
not available.
Several of the above.
Something else.

All of the reasons to move towards coaching described above are, once
again, connected by the fact that they are all experiences of belonging in a
system. The first system we belonged in, which has the most potent impact
on our work and lives, creates the deep patterns and responses that stay with
us as we travel through multiple other systems.

The patterns and motivations, all emerging from the need to protect our
belonging, are expressions of love, the blind love that all children embody
and express in different ways.

In my consistent experience of the intelligent human beings that come
through the trainings, those with these kinds of systemic wounding can
often make sensitive, nuanced systemic facilitators. This is because they
learnt how to detect and tune in to the hidden dynamics in systems at an
early age. They learnt how to find a place and to walk in the field of deep
patterns and unwritten rules.

Without knowing, many of us were already in constellations of invisible
dynamics and learnt how to tune deeply into them as children. As we
emerge from these entanglements we have significant insights and gifts to
offer our clients.

A child who takes care of a parent often forges a lifelong pattern of overextension and
creates a blueprint for habitually feeling overwhelmed.

Mark Wolynn



You can also see perhaps the connections between the challenges and
difficulties you inevitably experienced in your family, and your attraction
towards and entanglement in the organizational systems you joined and
later left. After all, we are drawn towards the comfort of familiar pain time
and again, until we see, understand and soften the dynamics underneath.

The value of the systemic approach is that it illuminates difficulties from
both family and professional systems and allows you to see the gifts and
resources underneath.

Everything that we have in our peacock’s tail comes forward with us, through us, from the
inside out, unless we turn around and acknowledge and then work with it.

The world of therapy has, famously, many ‘wounded helpers’. Almost nobody becomes a
therapist unless they first needed therapy themselves. The few who offer therapy to others as
part of an unconscious process to avoid looking at their own material can do significant
damage. On the other hand, a therapist who is truly travelling on their own personal journey
can hold a very safe space and make a profound difference to people. For when help is offered
with the deep humility and the respect that comes from working through your own pain, it can
be transformative.

It’s no different in the coaching industry. Coaching that is facilitated by people who remain
committed to their own lifelong learning and growth is likely to be effective, strengthening
and liberating.

When helping through coaching is done without that work however, it can lead to entangled
helping; coaches who have not been supported to really look at and resolve their own issues.



Mirror, mirror
As a result of the field that all relationship systems generate and we all pick
up on (which is why ‘field work’ like constellations are so reliable), we
inevitably attract people, situations and patterns that resonate with us. It’s
all useful information and, if you have the humility and love of learning that
is required in really effective, useful coaching, you will see we have the
same or very similar material in our backgrounds as some of our clients
have in theirs. Put another way, you will attract what you have excluded or
have not completed.

So, if you want to know what’s unresolved in your personal or
professional life then look at who and what you attract in your client
portfolio. It is there that you will often find a reflection of your own
material and unresolved patterns around belonging in relationship systems,
leadership, endings, money and more.

We all attract what we have excluded or not yet integrated.



Leadership authority
Because the first authority we meet is in the family, our parents, this has a
deep impact and forms the basis of our inner relationship to leadership
authority. This is a large subject but for now consider its impact on you and
those you coach.

People with a fractured sense of their safe place in their family often get
attracted to organizations because they appear to offer a safe space in which
they can belong. They then work hard to ensure their belonging is secure
and so will often end up being promoted into the most senior roles. Sensing
that the organization is not actually what they were looking for, a family,
they may feel less, not more, secure and so may then behave in ways that
others find dangerous.

The misuse of power is the most frequent outcome of this common
pattern. And it is these leaders who also often come into coaching.
Coaching informed by the stance, principles and practices of this approach,
underpinned by an understanding of belonging, can offer particular benefits.

Some individuals who end up in team or organizational leadership positions have an unclear
or unsafe sense of their place in their family of origin. Those who suffer in this way, especially
if power and authority were not safely handled in their family, may struggle to occupy their
leadership role with an authority that feels safe or respectful of others.

As coaches and other kinds of professionals who work with leaders it can
be useful to ask ourselves how our own relationship with authority and
leadership was influenced by our childhood experiences. Were you led in a
way that you wanted to follow? As ever, the journey to coach, support or
guide others, starts within.



Working on ourselves like this requires us to find effective ways of
resourcing ourselves on the journey.



Resourcing yourself
There are so many dynamics in families and so many possible combinations
that, in this book, I’m going to focus our thinking right down into one area.
How to access the resources in our family-of-origin system, especially
when we don’t feel that there are many available.

As a first step you may like to read the brief meditative exercise that
follows. It is designed to be a step towards finding your place in your
family of origin and accessing the resources that are available, no matter
what your circumstances are. This is not a ‘family constellation’, though the
language will be familiar to those who attend family constellation
workshops. Rather it is a reflective process where you are invited to
imagine your family of origin in a way that resources you.

This exercise is designed to resource you and so its focus is on receiving
what is available from behind you and uses the system-orientated sentences
that you are now becoming familiar with. So, when looking back into your
origins this is not an invitation to express pain, blame or hurt, nor to offer
forgiveness, but rather an opportunity to go deeper, beyond those
judgements, stories and ideas and into something else. Deeper into the
resources that are available.

Give yourself time and don’t go further than you feel comfortable with.



Exercise
Receiving what’s available

Part one
Imagine yourself standing in the centre of a large circular and warmly lit space. You feel safe
and comfortable.

Now, slowly turn and face the other way. When you feel ready allow an image of your
parents, just as they are or were, to emerge in front of you. They are standing at just the right
distance from you, a distance that feels safe and comfortable. Allow the story of who and what
they were to soften and see them just as two people who, together, created you.

As you stand and look, they begin to look back. Acknowledging the principle of PLACE,
say something that states ‘what is’, the simple truth of your life.

Perhaps it will be something like this:

‘You are my parents.’

‘My life came through you.’

If you’d like to, imagine your mother’s parents standing behind her, then your father’s parents
behind him. Your grandparents, just as they are or were. Passing life on in whatever way was
possible for them. Their parents behind them, your ancestors. Each has their PLACE in this
family system.

Imagine saying to your parents:

‘Behind you are your parents, my grandparents. Behind them their parents.’

‘You came from your parents and they came from theirs, together connecting us back
to the mystery of the source of life.’

‘Everyone has a right to their place.’

Notice the impact of these words on you and on them.
Take a moment to reflect on the principles again and acknowledge the simple truths of

TIME.
Like this perhaps:

‘As my parents you came first and as your child I came later.’

‘I am the first (second, third, etc.) child, this is my place in the order of TIME.’

‘Together you created me and gave me my life.’



Notice the impact of these words on you and on them.
Next, you may like to reflect on what you are able to receive with gratitude from your

parents as well as what can be left with them with respect. Try to offer sentences to embody
these aspects, pending context, using suggestions from this structure.

Acknowledging what is being kept:

‘What I take from you, and keep with thanks, is…’ (eg, life itself, strengths, qualities,
looks, intelligence, values, attitudes, etc.)

Notice the impact of these words on you and on them.
Acknowledging what is being respectfully left with them:

‘What I leave with you, with great respect, is…’ (issues you have been carrying or
trying to resolve for them, or behaviours that you learnt from them that you’d like to
soften or change). Note that ‘with respect’ in this context means with respect for
where these difficult issues or behaviours came from, from behind them, or from a
trauma or entanglement that happened in the system around them.

In these cases, you may perhaps also like to add:

‘I was trying to help, but I’m just the child. I will leave you to stand in your own
difficulties. And to stand in your own dignity and strength.’

Notice the impact of these words on you and on them.
Acknowledge what is being done with the gift of life they have given you and the

opportunities you now have:

‘I will make good use of the gifts you have given me.’

‘What you gave me, my life, was enough. Thank you. I will do the rest myself.’

‘I have resources, choices and opportunities that were not available to you. Please
smile on me if I take them and enjoy living my life fully, in a way that may not have
been possible for you.’

Notice the impact of these words on you and on them.
Look at your parents, your grandparents and, if you choose to, all they come from behind

them, then notice who smiles on you, who is available as a resource for you, who gave you
even more than life but something else as well. Breathe it all in, just as it is.

When it feels appropriate to do so imagine yourself turning back, with your family of origin
behind you and facing forwards again. Feel the resources behind you.

Part two



If you’d like to go a little further, imagine all your teachers, your personal and professional
guides standing either side of you in an order that feels resourcing for you. All those who have
been of significance on your journey to here, to your work as a coach. Imagine that each of
them holds a gift for you – the gift of what they shared with you when you knew them. Take a
moment to look to your left and right and thank them with a nod of your head as they give you
their gifts in a way that resources and strengthens you. Notice who smiles on you, who is
offering which resources and breathe in all that is offered to you.

As you look over your shoulder and then to each side of you say ‘Thank you’.
Notice the impact of these words on you and on them all.
Your clients are now slowly emerging in the other half of the space. They are at a distance

that enables you to see them all. Get a sense of the resources behind you, look over your
shoulder again if you’d like to, look to each side and then bring your attention back to your
clients.

Look into their eyes, stay a while with those with whom you have a difficult or challenging
relationship. Feel the resources available around you and look again.

If you feel able to, say something like this:

‘Because of what I have behind and around me I am resourced to work with you.’

Notice the impact of these words on you and on them.

If you do try this exercise for yourself, either simply in your ‘mind’s eye’ or
using a tabletop constellation or floor mats, give yourself plenty of time as
you look at this map of your family and professional resources. Allow what
was, and is, in.

Understanding the impact of your own family system, the hidden dynamics, loyalties and
entanglements within it, is one of the most effective ways of understanding this approach and
what you bring and can offer as a coach.

That short meditation is also designed to start to illuminate the relevance of
the systemic principles of TIME, PLACE and EXCHANGE in your family
system.



However, it’s important to note that in family systems the organizing
principle of EXCHANGE works differently to that in the workplace and
other systems. In families, for life and love to flow it needs to travel in one
direction. Parents give and children receive. This however is not always
possible. Here are some further notes about this important dynamic.

Difficulties with the balance of EXCHANGE
Some children feel that they didn’t get enough from their parents. A
sense of being owed something persists throughout their lives and
creeps into their work, then their work as a coach.
A child who grows into a professional coach may need to attend to
this dynamic or face feelings of resentment and giving too much.
They may feel that whatever their clients can pay them, in money and
feedback, is not quite enough.
They may set themselves up to be too available, too helpful, and
become exhausted. They give their clients and their relationships too
much with the hope that their needs for balance will be met.
Some coaches may find themselves parenting their clients. Perhaps
the nurturing they needed to receive as children wasn’t there because
the parent had a greater need. So instead of receiving from their
parents, they give and give in the hope of receiving what was
missing.

If you notice yourself giving your clients too much, you may find that your
clients know they cannot balance for what you have given. In these cases
they may become distant or inaccessible or may leave the coaching process.
You become too big (like a parent) and they become too little (like a child)
and feel weaker.

Such coaches may also risk becoming lonely. They become ‘big’ and
everybody depends on them to sort things out, but they also become



unreachable and may burn out trying to help, fix or befriend everybody.
When we can take from our parents what we need and leave the rest with

them, with respect, we can become full enough from what came before to
pass forward what is needed in front of us.

This chapter, the many other books available on the family system
constellations approach, and the workshops and trainings offered worldwide
provide a resource for those who are interested in exploring and
illuminating these important issues more deeply. They offer the opportunity
to start a different journey into a way of receiving what’s available, from the
source and far beyond.

For each one of us, the source is, first of all, our parents. If we are connected to our
parents, we are connected to our source. A person who is separated from his or her
parents is separated from his or her source. Whoever the parents are, however they
behaved, they are the source of life for us. So the main thing is that we connect to them
in such a way that what comes from them can flow freely to us and through us to those
who follow.

Bert Hellinger



Your client’s family system
An important aspect of systemic leadership is recognizing the impact that
your family of origin, the family you were born into, has on your leadership
style. This is a large subject and one that is under-represented in
organizational development and leadership. We all had our first experience
of systems in our family of origin and that has a significant impact on how
we operate in business systems. After all, the family system is the key
pattern-maker for the rest of our lives and work, and all patterns repeat
themselves until the source is illuminated.

I would just say that it is always useful and leads to significantly higher
levels of self-awareness and emotionally intelligent leadership if leaders
have done some work in looking at their place in their family of origin. This
work could explore how they experienced their place in their family, and
how that maps over their current role and performance, particularly how it
affects their leadership style.

It’s especially important, for example, for a leader to be able to tolerate a
slightly different level of ‘belonging’ than others in the system. Leaders
need to be able to tolerate the loneliness of system leadership. Those who
come from secure and rooted families may find this easier than others who
hold on to their position or place in an organization as part of their security
and identity; as a way of belonging.

As long as we reject, exclude or devalue parents or other members of our family, we are
forced, whenever we enter other social fields, to repeat, to continue and to re-enact our
struggle.

Albrecht Mahr

When people get confused about the difference between family systems and
business systems, as they often do, it causes difficulties for employer and
employee alike. Inappropriate expectations are placed on the business



system, which it can’t possibly meet. Understanding this is important for
people in business because, unlike in families, membership of the business
system is, by definition, temporary.

So, how do we as coaches offer support to clients and assist them in
identifying their family of origin as a resource without ‘doing therapy’?
What I’ve found useful to share with clients, if and when the context and
permission are present, are two simple truths:

All you need from your parents is life. They’ve already given you
that.
If you can receive the life you’ve been given, you will be connected
to your primary source and others will sense that and want to follow
your lead.

Resourcing clients through their family of origin
I realize that a number of coaches sense that any work in the family or
personal arena is somehow out of bounds and that it requires a therapeutic
training. This is a view I’ve consistently resisted as I think it excludes a vast
depth of resource that can be the catalyst for breakthrough coaching.
Applying the information and exercises offered through the ‘applied
philosophy’ described in this book and the training journey does not require
you to train as a therapist. It does however invite you to build an awareness
of your own family-system patterns and dynamics. And to grow a systemic
sensitivity to and awareness of the systems you and your clients come from.
Using the systems of origin as a resource isn’t therapy; it’s resourcing.

It simply requires an understanding that unless we honour each person
who has contributed to our existence, we will struggle to find the lasting
resource we need in life, in coaching or in leadership.

As a subtle distinction, and I hope a useful starting point, there’s often a
need for connection with our same-sex parent that requires particular



attention. Put simply, men who are not resourced by their father, who are in
deep conflict with him or refuse to take from him, will struggle in certain
ways in life and work. Similarly, women who are not in good contact with
their mothers may find areas of their life and work where they experience
stuckness, anger or pain. Above all, both will find it hard to know what to
lean back into when searching for strength or fresh resource.

While it’s true that to flourish a child needs to trust and feel able to
resource themselves from both parents in order to feel their own strength
and sense of identity, as we grow into adults a different kind of taking in, to
address and resource leadership, can become necessary. There is a sense of
drawing strength by ‘leaning back into’ our same-sex parent. Using objects
or floor markers in one-to-one coaching, it’s possible to open up to this
possibility. What follows are two examples of this, firstly for a male and
then for a female client.

David Presswell wrote this next case study when he was Head of
Coaching at YSC, a talent assessment and development consultancy
working with a large number of FTSE 100 and Fortune 500 companies. He
maintains a systems-orientated stance throughout his work and regularly
employs constellation techniques in his one-to-one coaching.

In this example, David describes using floor markers to work with a
talkative client whose search is for a more grounded authority in their role.
Despite the story of how things are, the client’s family of origin proves to
be a surprising and enduring source of strength and resource.

A line of men
Coach: David Presswell, executive coach and team facilitator

Client: Michael



Michael placed the floor marker for himself opposite the marker for his team. He took time to step
into and tune in to his felt sense in both positions.

‘This isn’t working for them’, he said. ‘They can see what I’m asking for, but they feel observed
and judged – as though I could do it better than any of them.’

‘How about you move your marker behind them – in support, leading them from behind?’
He took this position, but soon started swaying uneasily, losing his sense of physical balance and

inner authority. ‘It feels too uncomfortable’, he said. ‘Right for them, but somehow too much for
me.’

We were three sessions into an executive coaching intervention aimed at supporting Michael to
find his feet following a very significant promotion. Still in his mid-thirties, he was a ‘high-flier’
whose technical skills were not in doubt, but whose ability to find and hold his leadership authority
was subject to constant, inner misgivings.

Much of the coaching conversation had focused on his insistence on putting other people’s needs
ahead of his own. In the previous session I found myself asking him for ways in which he was
similar to or connected with his father. The question brought him to a quieter, reflective place and he
said that he simply had no idea. He told me how his father would go into depressive cycles, mainly
triggered by alcohol, and that Michael had spent much of his childhood trying to talk him out of bars
and pubs – trying to rescue, save and fix him.

I heard about his grandfather, a missionary in Africa who he described as a ‘hard man’. His
grandfather had sent his son – Michael’s father – to boarding school, aged nine, on a one-way ticket.
I also heard about Michael’s wife, a woman from a very different culture, and the many ways in
which he tried to fit in with her family’s customs.

When I asked him what his needs were, again there was silence. He simply couldn’t tell me. I
suggested he might talk to others who knew him and see if they recognized this theme of ‘self-
sufficiency’ in him. He came back really surprised at just how much his wife and his mother saw him
as someone who invariably put other people’s needs first.

A pattern was emerging. From a systemic point of view there was an imbalance, a difficulty with
exchange – the balance of ‘giving and receiving’. It seemed that the father had not received what he
needed, emotionally, from the grandfather, and may have been using alcohol to numb the longing to
connect. Meanwhile, Michael was also blocking this exchange through his refusal to receive and
therefore, perhaps, struggling to find the inner resources to fully occupy his role in leading his team.

I encouraged Michael to work on ‘actions’ to help shift this. As a result, and after some time, he
asked his younger brother to join him in the support of their father, and was amazed by how touched
his brother was to do so. Then he wrote to his father telling him how, with the imminent arrival of his
first child, he had to place his own family first, but also of the gratitude he genuinely felt for the start
his father had given him in life. His father responded with one of the most emotionally open
conversations they had ever had – he was both relieved and delighted. He felt their relationship had
dramatically shifted.

But, back in the room, Michael was struggling. ‘It’s too much’, he repeated, still swaying with
uncertainty.



I could see he needed resourcing, but it felt like a risk to do what I was tempted to do and bring his
‘weak’ father in to support. In my coaching work I had not previously grafted a personal and
organizational constellation together so overtly.

‘I’d like you to notice,’ I said, ‘what happens when I place behind you a marker representing your
male line – first your father and then your grandfather. They came first, before you, and you
followed. These are the men behind you. This is where you come from.’

The swaying steadied, and then stopped. For a while he drank in this new sensation, the experience
of simply standing in the truth of what is, without judgement. ‘Yes, I can feel them there, for me.
Supporting me.’ He turned to them and, without prompting, bowed in respect and gratitude. After
some more reflection he slowly turned back. He was standing noticeably taller and stronger.

After a while I invited him to notice the floor markers representing his team. ‘How is that for your
team?’

In his mind’s eye, he said, he could see their experience and diversity and feel himself enjoying
that, trusting it. He could see himself encouraging them to be the best they could be: sometimes he
was guiding, sometimes coaching, sometimes directing. He could feel the connection from behind
him and he could imagine leading with a more settled, enabling authority.

Flow was coming back into his system, his whole system. A couple of months later, as we
concluded the sessions, the shift in both his leadership and his relationships with the team remained.

When I invited David to contribute a case study for this book, he contacted
his former client to request permission and to check for accuracy, as these
sessions were held two years before this book was first published. What he
discovered was that not only had Michael continued to occupy his authority
as a grounded and rounded senior team leader, but that his father had
completely stopped drinking since the reconnection and big conversation
with his son.

In connecting with his father in a new way, as his son, and allowing him
to stand in his authority as a father, his own authority had emerged and
endured. He had also given in return a great gift to his brother and father,
his family system. He, his father, and his team leadership were flourishing.

Although the benefits of this approach, brought to life through this
example, may be experienced and described as ‘therapeutic’, David is not a
therapist and was not attempting to ‘do therapy’. He is an executive coach



with a range of perspectives and approaches at his disposal. His
intervention was simply to resource his client in the simplest, most essential
of ways. It required no more than the understanding that until we can take
in life from where it naturally comes, just as it is, we will struggle to
resource ourselves in life, work and leadership.

~

In this next case study, involving a writer who’d been experiencing a sense
of inertia, it gradually became clear, over a number of sessions, that this
particular same-sex resourcing might be at the root of a fuller resolution.
This case study was written by the client herself, a professional writer.

The heart of the matter
Coach: John Whittington, London, UK

Client: A female author (who also wrote this case study)

I’ve always known where I come from: a warm, loving family with parents whose lives revolved
largely around their children, and siblings who loved each other growing up, and still do. My father
was a large, warm man, expressive, clear, intelligent, enquiring. Everything in our lives happened
around him. He was the central figure of my childhood. My mother was always to my child’s eye
somewhat eclipsed by him, despite her gentle lasting presence underpinning him and our home.

As children we were governed by an ethic of loving kindness, of endeavour, of thinking, of doing,
and especially of doing one’s best. It was a home that thought about itself, reflected on its past, with
my father tirelessly capturing in scrapbooks, recollections, journals, letters, the tiny histories that
make up a family’s identity. If ever there was a disruption in our house, it was only ever ultimately
about the management of love.

Despite having carried this knowledge of my family throughout my adult life, I arrived in my late
forties stranded from myself. I was successful in my chosen career, and although without children of
my own, I was in a good relationship, with children in it. My parents had both passed on in my
thirties, several years apart, my father first. The grief of their loss revisited me silently every day. I
had not found the modern alchemy to turn the pain into acceptance, or been able to find the healing



elements meant to be contained within the passing of time. For grief is love robbed of its object, love
without its resting place.

My first encounter of working with constellations helped me to take a look again at my nuclear
family. Once I got over the oddness of seeing them through the constellation process, I was
surprisingly quickly able to integrate my girlhood with the woman I had become, in part by
acknowledging my place as the youngest in the family, and recognizing the safety, protection and
strength this gave me.

This prompted important discoveries outside the coaching process. I found a letter my father had
written to me when I was a young woman, exhorting me to turn my life to writing. To dedicate
myself to it. ‘Do what you are good at’, he said. The letter of almost 30 years ago was a study in
benign paternal guidance, unwittingly itself a poem of sorts.

Reading the letter again now I wondered why I had not taken his advice. His permission had
always been so important to me. And so I put my toe in the water.

I wrote a little. It came like black gold. From nowhere. Unbidden. Satisfying. Like an act of love.
Other people liked my writing and told me to get on with it. It was obvious to them that this is

what I should be doing.
But I could not sustain it. I side-lined it. I put other tedious career matters before it. Despite my

father’s explicit permission, I could not justify it to myself as a proper way to occupy myself.
Writing, surely, was a life for artists and fools. The sense of paralysis, indecision, incompleteness
stayed with me.

Further coaching with constellations brought me back to the family. And this time I saw her. My
mother stepped forward, or rather emerged from behind everyone else. There was nothing in the
space between me and her. I saw her revealed. Her individuality. I remembered her.

I recalled the beauty of her in old age. The curves and turns of her body in the late summer of her
frailty. The delicacy of her feminine lines. The same body that had held mine within it and let me go.
My genesis. My source. I felt an unexpressed pain that I had not loved her enough, could not make
something unnamed up to her, slip and lose its grip on me. I saw myself through her eyes, satisfied
with me, not because of anything I had done or achieved, but because I had once been her baby, and
was, for eternity, her youngest daughter.

I saw that there was a type of love that could only ever flow one way, from her to me. That I was
helpless before her love. And that this love still flows. Here, today, through an unbreakable umbilical,
stronger than life, stronger than death. I saw her peacefulness with me as her child. Everything else in
her life belonged to her, her own loves, griefs, successes, disappointments. But I was her daughter.
My job was done, and had been the day I was born.

The constellation grew. Behind my mother, her mother appeared, and in turn the line of women
behind her extended. Generations of them. Each one of them a part of me, and me an un-mined
fragment of them. I moved slowly, respectfully, up the line of women, showing each of them my
writing, my book. I heard them say ‘We’ve been waiting for you. We knew you were coming.’ And I
said to them ‘I know your stories.’ And they said ‘Take up your place in this line. You belong in this
line, you are part of it. Now live, and then pass it on, like we have done before you.’



Today I consciously carry things of my mother’s that I love and cherish: behind my bright exterior,
I have her seriousness. Beyond my wayward feelings, which carry me this way and that, I have her
dispassionate eye. Underneath my paralysing desire to conform, her often irreverent heart still beats
with mine, that longing to blow a gun-powdered hole in the midnight sky. And contained within my
acute need to belong, her preference for separateness endures in me.

I still come from that loving family with my remarkable father, my loving mother and my caring
siblings. They are the same people, and the truth of my family has not changed. But my
understanding of where I belong in it has shifted. I understand my place in it. And I see my mother
standing in her own light. Most powerful has been to see the eternal, unbreakable, undamaged
connection to my mother, which in turn connects me profoundly to myself and my own true abilities.
The writing flows.

The simplest and deepest ways of acting are in the family, from the father to the mother
in relation to the children, and from the children in relation to their parents. These are
the greatest and deepest actions, and are the basis for all others.

A person who is in harmony with his fatherhood, or her motherhood, or partnership,
childhood, brotherhood or sisterhood, and simply takes on the tasks that emerge from
this, is one who brings his or her self to completion. It is in these simple acts that an
individual can be fulfilled. In such acts, there is a sense of being in quiet harmony with
something great. There’s no propaganda, no dogma, and no moral demands – those are
all meaningless in this context.

Bert Hellinger, Acknowledging What Is

This chapter captures only a flavour of the reach and depth of this work in
the context of the family systems for which it was originally designed. For
more please explore online through the links offered in the Appendix that
follows.



Appendix
Resources and further reading

Online
For the trainings that bring the stance, principles and practices
described in this book to life, together with resources for systemic
coaching, please explore: www.coachingconstellations.com (archived
at https://perma.cc/L6CZ-L3FX)
Workshops for leaders interested in creating the conditions that
support the flow of leadership and organizational health: www.busine
ssconstellations.com (archived at https://perma.cc/8AJU-DLNR)
For coaches who facilitate chemistry meetings with potential clients
and would like to do so with a systemic perspective and method
please explore: www.thechemistrycheck.com (archived at https://per
ma.cc/F7RS-AC5R)
To better understand limiting dynamics that may be influencing
challenges in your life, in intimate relationships and work you are
welcome to visit this site by the author: www.lifeloveleadership.com
(archived at https://perma.cc/TT2R-A8DV)

Offline
Because this work is best learnt through experience, the most effective way
to learn more about it is to experience and practise it. Building your
understanding of the natural forces that underpin systems while

http://www.coachingconstellations.com/
https://perma.cc/L6CZ-L3FX
http://www.businessconstellations.com/
https://perma.cc/8AJU-DLNR
http://thechemistrycheck.com/
https://perma.cc/F7RS-AC5R
http://www.lifeloveleadership.com/
https://perma.cc/TT2R-A8DV


experiencing them in action is a combination that leads to insight and
understanding.

The following mix of learning styles and environments is offered as a
suggested starting point.

Workshop attendance
Consider attending a number of workshops facilitated by a range of
facilitators to build your understanding and experience as many ways of
working with constellations as possible. The experience of being a
representative and of processing your own issues is one of the most
effective ways of learning.

Training
Consider attending a training in systemic coaching with constellations. In
combination with this book and practice with your clients, this is the most
effective way to learn how to apply this method in one-to-one and team
coaching and organizational development:

www.coachingconstellations.com (archived at https://perma.cc/L6CZ-
L3FX)

Systemic supervision
Consider attending a systemic coaching supervision group or getting one-
to-one supervision with an experienced systemic coach, mentor and
experienced constellations facilitator. Alongside reading and training this is
an effective way to learn and grow your embodied understanding of
systems.

Recommended reading

http://www.coachingconstellations.com/
https://perma.cc/L6CZ-L3FX


There are a growing number of books that explain and explore the
principles and practices underpinning this work. The following are
suggested as useful reading material that will both broaden and deepen your
understanding of systems and systemic constellations. I recommend the
books that are not about the application in coaching just as strongly as those
that are. This work originated in family systems and an understanding of its
origins in that context has proven to be of great use to the many students of
this approach who coach in contemporary organizations.

Books about organizational and business systems

Praxis der Organisationsaufstellungen

Gunthard Weber’s fully revised book on organizational constellations and
systemic coaching, only available in German. This book includes
contributions from Claude Rosselet, Judith Hemming, Albrecht Mahr and
many other international facilitators and teachers, offering a breadth of
practical examples across many contexts.

Invisible Dynamics

By Klaus P Horn and Regine Brick, Carl-Auer Publishing

This book was one of the first available in the early days of this approach
and it contains much wisdom and many useful case studies. Written with
leaders of industry, government, health and education in mind, it’s a great
reference point and includes a useful reminder that all behaviour makes
sense when seen in context of the system in which it belongs.

Fields of Connection

By Jan Jacob Stam, The Northern Light Publishing



This book, written by one of the first generation of international
organizational practitioners and teachers, describes many examples drawn
from Jan Jacob’s experience in organizations across the world. He describes
the underpinning principles and brings their application to life in his
typically insightful and creative way. Jan Jacob and his wife Bibi
established and lead the Bert Hellinger Institute of The Netherlands.

Miracle, Solution and System

By Insa Sparrer, Solution Books

This book provides a comprehensive description of ‘structural
constellations’ and ‘solutions-focused therapy’. Insa Sparrer and her partner
Matthias Varga von Kibéd have pioneered a great deal of work in this area,
becoming experts in this particular development of constellations in
multiple systems.

Books about family systems and personal issues

Acknowledging What Is

By Bert Hellinger and Gabriele ten Hövel, Zeig, Tucker & Co. Inc

I recommend this book to all students of this work because it expresses with
real clarity many of Hellinger’s key insights, as well as the methodology
itself. The book is a lively interview with Hellinger in which Gabriele
challenges him, with her journalistic scepticism, on the fundamentals of this
approach. His answers are as challenging and insightful as they are
refreshing and illuminating.

I Carry Your Heart in My Heart

Dan Booth Cohen, Carl-Auer Publishing



This book is about the application of this work in prisons in Boston. The
‘clients’ that Dan works with are serving life sentences. The compelling
descriptions of their lives, and family systems they come from and the
interventions offered are powerful and evocative. The second part of this
book describes the constellation process and provides a rich resource on the
evolution of this approach.

In the Presence of Many

By Vivian Broughton, Green Balloon Publishing

This useful book includes descriptions of the underlying principles and
practices, many of which are directly relevant to application in personal and
executive coaching. If you want to get a good understanding of the
application and development of this approach in a personal setting, then this
book will serve you well.

Family Constellations

By Joy Manne, North Atlantic Books

This short but skilfully expressed little book describes the approach to
family system therapy through Joy’s own practice as a therapist and her
educational experiences with Hellinger. When not working in her Swiss
home base, Joy teaches internationally in family constellations and
relational intelligence.

Trauma, Bonding and Family Constellations

By Franz Rupert, Green Balloon Publishing

A comprehensive and very readable book, which covers this huge subject
with great skill. This is another of the family system books that I encourage
coaches to read, as it describes so many of the underlying principles and
practices that underpin this approach.



MEET THE TEAM

Since the first edition of this book was published in 2012 it’s been a
pleasure to meet coaches, facilitators and organizational consultants of all
kinds who have travelled through the experiential learning journey that
accompanies it. It’s a journey that takes time, as all embodied and
worthwhile practices do. Many have given that time and as a result emerged
with a larger frame around their work, and a deeper understanding of what
supports the flow of life, of personal leadership and effective teams.

I’m now privileged to work alongside several of these former
participants, now teachers, trainers and colleagues as well as coaches with
their own portfolios of clients, and to introduce you to them here in this
third edition. They teach the work that is expressed in this book through a
curriculum that we have co-created as the nuances of sharing this subtle,
soulful but very practical work and the needs of contemporary coaching
have evolved.

This vivid community of coaches and trainers live and work worldwide
and so we are now able to offer the trainings in Bucharest and Berlin, in
Paris, Edinburgh, Oxford and Dublin; from Warsaw in Poland to Seattle in
the US and of course where it began here in London, UK.

As a result of the global crisis in 2020 and a general move to remote
working we have also created a portfolio of online trainings and
masterclasses in several time zones and languages. These sit alongside our
regular in-person workshops. Our bespoke digital facilitation kit, which can
be seen in use on page 43, enables the online application of the stance,
principles and practices.

Each of us is immersed in this applied philosophy, using it in our work as
coaches and facilitators and sharing it joyfully with a diverse mix of



coaches, consultants and others interested in creating the conditions for life,
for leadership, for teams and for whole organizations to thrive.

It’s a pleasure to introduce you to the team here.



 



POSTSCRIPT

Outside in, inside out
Over the last few years I’ve become fascinated with what we can do as
coaches to create the conditions for organizational health to emerge. Of
course systemic coaching and constellations can make a very significant
contribution in this area. But that is still an intervention, done by others,
coaches and facilitators. Outside in.

Shouldn’t health emerge from within?
My sense is that it’s the organizational leaders, those within the system,

that should hold the knowledge of how systems work. Take that idea a step
further and I think that one of our aims as coaches should be to put
ourselves out of a job. That would be the natural result of a successful shift
from outside knowledge and intervention to inside knowledge and systemic
leadership. Inside out.

This would require leaders, not just coaches, to adopt a systemic stance,
to understand the impact of belonging, hidden dynamics and their family of
origin. It would require leaders to recruit, manage and lead change with the
system in mind, to take responsibility for the whole. This will only happen
when there is a general wider interest in the hidden drivers of organizational
health.

The shift from the hero leader to a collective sense of responsibility for
the system has only just begun, despite protestations about progress. People
still try to impose values, when they must know that values emerge as a
result of the leadership behaviours and relationship-system dynamics.
People still believe that their intelligence and authority are greater than the



system and so lead from their ego. And they still recruit and dismiss people
as though this has no impact on them or those that remain.

It seems to me there is a great deal of support for rational, linear and
intellectual ways of looking and knowing in the field of leadership and
indeed whole organizational development. There is less support for working
in ways that harness our ‘other ways’ of knowing, beyond the rational,
beyond the head and the ego.

While hundreds, possibly thousands of coaches are now facilitating
constellations in individual coaching and team workshops it’s only a
beginning. Constellations are useful, really useful, and we need to find
more and better ways of allowing their benefits to be experienced within the
systems we work with. But we need to do more, to find other ways of
educating executive leaders and young managers about the foundations of
systemic organizational health, to support them in seeing and working with
the systemic perspective, stance and methodologies.

If outside in really could become inside out it would transform
organizational life and positively impact millions of people in and around
them. The knowledge could then pass into the family systems of employees
acting as a catalyst for flow in those systems as well.

This way of working is now evolving and my focus is moving with it,
looking at and working with systems in a more proactive way. In other
words rather than only using systemic constellations to illuminate and
resolve stuckness, release entanglements and dissolve hidden limiting
dynamics, how can we harness their profound power to design the future?
How can we support the creation of new healthy organizational systems and
catalyse the emergence of enduring health in existing systems? And do this
in a way that leaves the insights and knowledge in the system, so they can
take care of themselves.

The next part of the journey, already begun by many coaches and
facilitators, is to embed this way of thinking, this way of being within



communities of managers and leaders. This leaves them resourced by the
stance, principles and practices of this applied philosophy. It’s in this way
that organizational health emerges and endures. Inside out.

It’s a journey. Perhaps you will join us.
Wherever your journey takes you, I wish you well.

John Whittington, 2020

www.coachingconstellations.com
Training for coaches in systemic coaching and constellations

www.businessconstellations.com
Workshops and systemic coaching for leaders and teams

http://www.coachingconstellations.com/
http://www.businessconstellations.com/


FAQS: ANSWERS TO FREQUENTLY
ASKED QUESTIONS

This final section shares the most common questions that I hear in
workshops and trainings and provides the answers, some of which I’ve
clarified and expanded for this edition of the book.

What do you mean by a ‘system’?
A system is made up of people and other elements and is a series of
interconnected, interdependent relationships: a relationship system.
The first system we are aware of and belong to is our family system,
and then often our education and cultural system. Without conscious
thought we know how we belong in each and what we must do to
protect that belonging.
We may remain loyal to those systems in all kinds of unconscious
ways through our life and work. Living and working (and coaching)
in alignment with them helps us to feel ‘innocent’. Try to identify the
reference systems that you come from and live and work within, and
that you are loyal to. Then consider inviting your clients to do the
same.
We are often not really consciously aware of the systems we live and
work within and may refer to them simply as our ‘reference system’.
But we know exactly how to stay loyal to them.
Systems are sustained by a consistent set of naturally occurring
organizing principles. These principles are seen time and again and
are experienced as balancing ordering forces that move all human
systems towards wholeness.



When the naturally occurring forces are ignored, the system attempts
to bring itself back into coherence and alignment. These attempts to
rebalance and align, to keep the system whole, create the dynamics
within and between systems that have such an impact on life and
work.

So, what is a ‘systemic constellation’?
The literal translation of the two words ‘system’ and ‘constellation’
means ‘a group of objects that stand together to form a pattern’.
So, a systemic constellation is a visible relational map of the client’s
invisible inner image of the relationship system. This image is,
through a facilitated process, illuminated, disentangled and brought
into better balance through the application of the insights, principles
and practices of this work.
A constellation creates a living map of a system and so is useful when
looking at improving the relationships and interconnectedness
between the parts.
A constellation allows you access to complex relationship systems in
a manageable and respectful way. In this way systems can be
realigned and changed to give better flow and function.
A constellation can illuminate relationships between people, teams
and abstract qualities and elements, including organizations, products
and brands.
A ‘systemic constellation’, often simply referred to just as ‘a
constellation’, leaves the client with a new map, a new picture, which
is then internalized and integrated into their life and work.

How can constellations be useful in coaching?



Constellations can help surface and set a powerful coaching agenda.
This energizes clients and coaches, as they get clarity and sharp focus
with real depth.
Constellations can identify the roots of very challenging issues and so
provide a powerful diagnostic in individuals, teams and whole
businesses at a refreshing pace.
A constellation is an effective way of supporting people to find their
‘right place’ in a system – an abstract quality that is often only ‘felt’.
Because constellations involve an embodied experience of ‘right
place’, they offer a uniquely powerful way of experiencing and then
internalizing a new picture of resolution.
Constellations can be used in any part of a coaching programme to
identify hidden blocks, find hidden resources and move towards
resolution.
The focus on seeing the whole and acknowledging what is, just as it
is, without judgements, generates high levels of trust and a feeling of
safety. This level of inclusiveness, agreeing to everything as it is,
settles the coach and the client as everything is included and given a
respectful place.
This approach can be integrated with other ways of working with a
light touch. It can create a useful framework for coaching
conversations and all other interventions.

So, what is ‘systemic coaching’?
Systemic coaching is coaching that enables coach and client to see
patterns and illuminate hidden dynamics in systems. The application
of constellations allows access to complex systems so that fresh and
enduring solutions can be found.
Systemic coaching attends to the whole and restores a place for
everything in the system. When everything is respectfully included,



the system relaxes and allows access.
Systemic coaching is coaching that is working in the service of the
whole system. The focus is wide, beyond the individual and on the
systems in which the individual belongs. Priority is given to the
system.
Working with the whole system in mind provides additional insights
and resources that can illuminate dynamics and behaviours that may
not have their source, or resolution, within the individual or team.
Attempts to coach only at the individual developmental level may get
stuck, or the solutions and new behaviours not endure, if the wider
system view is not included.
Systemic coaching also offers to enrich individual and team
understanding of the forces that sustain and balance systems so that
the insights and system intelligence remain and grow in the system in
which you are coaching. This creates organization-wide behavioural
change and moves the system towards organizational health.
Coaching with an intention of affecting organizational behavioural
change necessarily requires a system intervention. Systemic coaching
and constellations provides one such opportunity, amongst other
system-oriented methods and interventions.
When organizational systems are in dynamic balance and moving
towards health, it feels easier to find a reliable place, fully occupy
personal and role authority, and make a valuable contribution.
Systemically orientated coaching supports leaders and teams to align
with the naturally occurring forces in systems so that change is
lasting and behaviours contribute to the wellbeing of the whole.

When could I use systemic coaching and
constellations with clients?



When there is something stuck at an individual, team or whole
system level.
When there are a number of complex relationships and relationship
systems around the client. (Because the great benefit of constellations
is that they allow you to access large or complex systems in a
manageable way.)
When there is no apparent path to a solution or previous attempts to
resolve the situation have not been successful.
When there is something hidden or secret, or when something ‘just
doesn’t feel right’ but the source isn’t clear.
When there is a need to illuminate or clarify the coaching agenda.
When a preferred theory or model for working doesn’t seem to apply
or work, but you’d like to realize its potential in the system.
When your client wants to get in touch with and align their resources
in order to relax into their authority in role.
When you have come to the limits of words, discussion and
development and a fresh perspective is required.
When as a coach you have a sense that there is ‘something else’ in
this client’s system that is affecting their ability to be present or to
perform; something that is distracting them and drawing their energy
away but that remains unspoken.
When as a coach you detect that a natural organizing principle has
been neglected or ignored. For example, when someone ‘crashes into’
a system because they have refused to acknowledge those who are
already present and the importance of their contribution.
When your client needs to say something challenging to another
person in their system and needs to speak their truth in a way that can
be heard.
When on requesting more detail about a brief you don’t get a
meaningful response. This is easy to mistake as resistance or



reluctance but is always a clear sign that the challenge is in the
system, ‘beyond words’, and cannot be expressed. The lack of words
is always rooted in the system and so, inevitably, only an intervention
that includes the whole system perspective will add value.
When the client is attached to their own story and version of events
and a fresh perspective would be useful.
When you, or your client, are stuck in your head and need to access a
different way of ‘knowing’.

Is this approach ‘solutions focused’?
Yes, but you can’t make solutions happen in systems if they are not
the right solutions for the system! Despite this simple truth, some
organizations pay coaches and consultants many times to ‘put
something right’ or ‘sort something/somebody out’ that is not
possible. The systemic perspective allows a different path to be
found, a path that gives a place to what is and what is not possible
and supports organizational flow.

In what ways does this approach facilitate
transformative coaching?

The reason that this methodology is sometimes referred to as
‘profound’ by those who have experienced it is that constellations
illuminate what has previously been invisible and apparently
unknowable. They create a new inner alignment, a new inner
constellation, in the client.
This is achieved through a combination of the coach’s stance, an
understanding of the underlying principles and the application of the
processes.



When we use constellations we can stop talking about a situation and
instead make it visible, tangible and three-dimensional. This creates
the opportunity for a new vision of ‘what is’ and what’s possible,
which in turn facilitates a deep inner movement. Coachees see the
interconnectedness in the structures of their relationship systems and
experience the non-verbal language exchange that a constellation
creates.
Constellations tap into the interconnectedness of elements within and
between systems. Accessing the invisible field of information allows
the coach and coachee to use the invisible, implicit information,
rather than only the visible and explicit. The invisible information is
often the most crucial, particularly when looking at disentangling
complex dynamics, stuckness or inertia. Working with both supports
flow and integrity.
Constellations free coach and coachee from their familiar
perspectives, encouraging both to stand in the truth of ‘what is’ and
see the client’s issue in the wider system. This leads to the
development of coherence and integrity through the system and the
possibility for transformation of understanding, insight, behaviour
and action.

When should I use constellations for my own
development as a coach?

When you require supervision or self-supervision to support your
own clarity and resourcefulness as a coach with a particular client
situation, or in relationship to your coaching offer or business.
When you need to explore potential resources for choices and
decision points.
When resourcing or preparing to introduce constellations.



When you want to explore your own family-of-origin patterns.
When you want to integrate your previous professional expressions
and bring their resources into your current work.

When you talk about ‘systemic issues’, what do you
mean?

Systemic issues are those that arise because the natural ‘ordering
forces’ that govern coherence and sustain relationship systems have
been violated or ignored. Systems naturally attempt to maintain their
integrity and remain in dynamic balance by making corrections to
realign with the forces.
Systemic issues arise because the underlying organizing principles
have been disregarded, which results in system dynamics. Those
dynamics appear as symptoms or behaviours in individuals, teams
and whole organizations.
The symptoms of systemic issues emerge in individuals and in
organizations in a way that may appear to have no root cause or
obvious source. This is why thinking and working with a systemic
awareness and the application of constellations is a particularly
effective way to reveal the patterns and connections, surfacing the
roots of apparently intractable stuckness, resistance to change and
other system issues.

What are some common signs of systemic issues in
organizational systems?
Some of the more common signs include:

Difficulty performing or finding authority in role when the
experience and skills seem to be present.



Inertia in a part or the whole of the system without visible cause.
Difficulties with authority or leadership without obvious cause.
Team conflict, stress or challenging behaviour without obvious cause.
A culture of conflict, secrets or exclusion.
Frequent internal competition, with political power struggles.
Unexplained low levels of loyalty and/or motivation.
Low levels of respect for the organizational hierarchy.
Subjects or people that are taboo.
Stuckness and/or repeating patterns that don’t support flow and
clarity in the individual, team or organizational system.
Leadership decisions that manifest as actions that don’t make a
difference.

What are these natural organizing principles that
sustain systems?
An example is the organizing principle of TIME:

What comes first comes before what comes afterwards. When this
organizing principle is disrupted or disregarded, systems fall out of
alignment, out of balance. It’s often easiest to recall these forces at
work in family systems. So, for example, you can see this in intimate
relationships when a first wife’s ‘position’ (as the first) is not
respected and she is ‘replaced’ by a second wife. Without respect in
the system for the first wife in her ‘first place’, the second marriage
will become imbalanced and hard work – until the first is given her
place and acknowledged.
It’s the same in an organizational context when, for example,
someone takes on the duties of a role that already exists in the
organization and was occupied by someone who left, or was forced
out, without respect for their contribution. If the new role holder



doesn’t hold an inner respect for the previous one, they will struggle
to find their authority in that role or persuade people to follow their
lead. Time and again we see that lack of respect for what came first in
business systems and it causes significant disruptions.
This is a good example of something that coaches, new to this way of
working, can listen out for. Is the natural hierarchy, the organizing
principle of TIME, being disregarded and causing difficult dynamics?
The idea of priority in systems, for what came first, is very important
for system health.

Another example is EXCHANGE, sometimes referred to as the balancing
force of giving and receiving:

In intimate relationships, for example, when one person gives too
much (love, energy, attention, money) the other may feel a need to
leave the relationship. This is because they feel burdened and
indebted and they have not been willing or able to give back enough
to balance what they have received. It’s too much to bear and they
feel a need to leave the system so they can feel their own ‘weight’
and strength as an individual again.
In organizational systems very similar dynamics can quickly establish
themselves in relation to the balance of pay for work done.
Overpaying people, more than they are able to repay in their
professional time and efficiency, weakens the system and causes
lower levels of motivation and loyalty, not higher levels. People who
are paid too much often lose their motivation and talk in negative
terms about the company, becoming rebels or secretly wanting to
leave in order to get back into balance.

Are all issues ‘systemic’ and can all issues benefit
from this intervention?



Not all symptoms and problems are rooted in hidden system
dynamics – other issues may cause them. However, most can be
mapped, illuminated and resourced through this methodology. The
systemic principles still apply when mapping and clarifying non-
system issues because everything takes place within a relationship
system.
Take, for example, ‘incompetence’ or a ‘mistake’. If you set up a
constellation, a relational map of the incompetence or the mistake and
the system around the individual or team responsible, you may
discover a hidden connection. This could be an unconscious loyalty,
for example, connecting the behaviour to something much deeper or
unseen and out of consciousness.
In this way the systemic approach and perspective can become a
useful framework for looking at any issue, and constellations a useful
tool for illuminating, clarifying and resourcing any systemic issue.

From where/whom did this work originate?
The interventions of a systemic constellation are based on the work of
Bert Hellinger in the context of family systems. Bert and then others
developed and tested the insights, observations and interventions in
organizational settings where the same need for systems to find a
kind of dynamic balance and completeness, the same hidden loyalties
and dynamics, appeared.
One of the people responsible for migrating the work from family
systems to organizational systems is Gunthard Weber. Others also
pioneered and passed the work on, and so it goes on.

Do you talk about or work with family issues when
working as a coach because you are using this



methodology?
While an understanding of family systems and the dynamics within
them is very useful when training to facilitate this approach, it is not
necessary to name or work with family dynamics when using
systemic constellations in coaching or organizational interventions.
While the approach was originally developed in the context of family
systems and was found to support the flow of love and life in
families, its value in business and organizational systems is very
similar – to support the flow of leadership and organizational vitality.
When working as a coach, hold in mind the fact that we all come
from family systems. You can go further but do your own work on
your connection back into your roots and sources first, before doing
that with clients.

What is representative perception?

In constellation workshops or when working one-to-one, people
standing in the place of a system element will have distinct
experiences including changes in emotions, physical experiences
(‘strong’ or ‘weak’) and body temperature changes. They often also
have sudden insights, as well as images and words coming to mind.
This is the result of a phenomenon called ‘representative perception’.
It forms a source of information in workshops and coaching. There
are several ongoing studies to explore its source and workings in
more depth.
Representative perception is triggered in part by the manner in which
the person is placed in the constellation as well as where they are
placed in relation to others and the holding circle. If the client is in a
collected inner state then the representative will have enough
information available as a result.



Representative perception is useful as it points to dynamics and
resources that can lead to a profound realignment of the system. This
is the source of the power of constellations to deliver fresh
information, insights and resources. Representative perception is
accessible in one-to-one work just as it is in workshops and includes
perception of events in the long distant past, as well as identification
of future possibilities.
A constellation offers a route out of secondary emotions and allows
the client – through a representative for themselves – to move
towards their primary emotion. Representative perception offers a
unique insight into the primary emotions of the person they are
representing. It’s as if all the ‘story’ and ideas about the situation
have been washed off, leaving the simple elegance of the, often
quietly spoken, primary emotion.

What’s the difference between ‘representative
perception’ and ‘role-play’?

Firstly, yes, there’s an important difference and it’s incumbent on the
facilitator to be able to tell them apart. Role-play is coming from the
individual and arrives with stories and ideas about how things should
be, projections, beliefs and judgements, and the other is reporting
information that’s coming from the system.
To discern the difference takes experience and practice but it can be
seen, and felt, in the manner in which somebody is speaking and in
their physical presence, as well as the content of their words.
To see the difference, try being in or facilitating a blind or double-
blind constellation where you don’t know the story and neither do the
representatives. This makes it easier to discern what is coming from
where or whom.



No one is ever asked to ‘act as if’ or ‘role-play’ in a constellation.
There is no placing of representatives in poses or requests to stand or
move in a particular way; no acting or acting out.



 

However, it’s important to remember that people naturally bring their
own ‘stuff’ to their representative experiences. This can often be an
important part of the process and is why that particular person was
chosen to be a representative by the issue holder: even though they
have never met, they can pick up the pattern and dynamics in the
other with no conscious awareness. This is one of the reasons why
workshops are usually equally interesting and engaging for the
‘observers/representatives’ as they are for the ‘issue holders’.

What’s also influential is the way that the issue holder collects and
centres themselves and then the way they touch and move the
representative during the ‘setting up’ phase. Enough information is
usually gathered in the setting up process for any representative to
illuminate the underlying dynamics, no matter what their ‘neutrality’,
ethnic background or gender. However, if the client is still coming



from their heads, not using their ‘felt sense’, then they may set up a
picture of how they think it ought to look, or what they think it’s like.
This may encourage the representative to ‘act out’ the sense of the
story they are picking up. An experienced facilitator will be able to
see this and may invite them to take a different approach.
Representatives often go into something like a light trance – often
only perceptible to the facilitator – which allows them to forget what
they consciously know about the system, or the story of the system
and access a state of attention that surfaces unpolluted system
information. By accessing the same state themselves the facilitator
can walk through a constellation and tune in to the field of
information that is particularly accessible during a constellation.
Collecting that information is an important part of the facilitator’s
role.

OK, but how do constellations work?
Although, like me, I imagine you will never get asked that question
by a client (they are too occupied with a new level of clarity), I
recognize that it’s a question that inevitably emerges in a learning
environment.
Constellations work because we each carry around within us an inner
image of every relationship pattern we have been in or are in. They
give us the opportunity to express that inner image in an external,
three-dimensional manner; this is why they are often called ‘living
maps’.
Because we hold that inner image at a deeply unconscious level and
because we set up the map of it intuitively, using our ‘felt sense’, we
create an external physical image of our inner unconscious map. The
precise relationship between the elements in the system map reflects
the precise way that they are ‘held’ within. Things that were



previously unspoken and ‘unknown’ appear as fresh information and
insight and emerge naturally once we can see the inner map
externalized. We are then looking at our unconscious map.
The impact of standing in a particular place is felt deeply and when
expressed – through movement or words – has powerful meaning for
the representative, the issue holder and others in the constellation.
This is somatic coaching.
In the same way that we ‘know’ if there is an approaching danger,
through the limbic system in the brain, we are also able to access the
field of information that exists between parts of a system, from the
spatial relationship pattern and the verbal and non-verbal
communication within a constellation. Standing in the field gives us
access to it.
This phenomenon, of being able to access what is often described as
‘the knowing field’, is of course rather challenging for the rational
mind. British biologist Rupert Sheldrake offers an explanation by
describing what he calls a ‘morphogenetic field’: the invisible
balancing forces that create patterns of behaviour in systems like
schools of fish and flocks of birds.
As far as I’m aware, Dr Albrecht Mahr first used the term ‘the
knowing field’ to describe this field of information and he also coined
the phrase ‘representative perception’ to describe the way that
information is drawn out of that field. Albrecht is a highly
experienced and soulful facilitator who also developed the phrase that
sums up the idea of giving everything a place: he called it ‘radical
inclusiveness’.
I’m an applied practitioner, a coach, so am happy to know that
neuroscientists, academics and researchers are rigorously exploring
and testing this approach. It’s a relatively new field of practice so
research is emerging all the time.



When you talk about working from your ‘felt
sense’, what does that mean?

Yes, some of these expressions can sound whimsical can’t they? I
was also sceptical when I first heard that expression, but over time
it’s come to mean something very important. I would describe it as
our ‘other way’ of knowing, beyond emotion or physical sensation;
it’s a kind of ‘sixth sense’. When setting up a representative – either
in a workshop or one-to-one – it’s working from this sixth sense, this
‘felt sense’, rather than the idea or story in your head, that surfaces so
much information. Placing representatives using your felt sense
illuminates a new picture.
There was a US philosopher and psychotherapist called Eugene
Gendlin who did a lot of work on this idea and talked of the felt sense
as a living interaction with the world. In his work he developed ways
of connecting with and expressing our ‘felt sense’ through a process
he developed with Carl Rogers and calls Focusing. His understanding
of the human body as an instrument of ‘knowing’ is very closely
aligned with our understanding of why and how constellations work
so reliably.
One of the reasons that experienced facilitators find it hard to explain
what they are doing – and will often not be able to recall the details of
a constellation that they have only just facilitated – is that they have
become used to dropping down into this other way of knowing, their
felt sense, and can pick up information from the system without fully
knowing how. This is why an important part of learning the nuances
of facilitating systems is a lot of practice in letting go of the usual
ways of knowing, so you can access this felt sense in yourself.



 

When you talk about this approach ‘giving
everything a place’, how does that impact on our
personal judgements, for example when working
with a dysfunctional team or client system?

Whose judgement is it that it’s ‘dysfunctional’? Yours? The staff who
work there? You both have a choice – you can leave the system. You
can’t work effectively with people or teams you judge.
When we hold a judgement over an individual, a leadership team or a
business system, we have already lost part of our capacity to support
organizational health or make interventions that serve the whole.
There is a difference between ‘agreeing to everything just as it is’ (the
systemic approach) and ‘agreeing with everything’ (the rational/moral



approach). You don’t need to agree with some of the judgements your
client or other consultants share. When you can agree to everything
just as it is then you can be useful.
Agreeing to everything, as it is, allows coaches to have much more
influence on the system, because nothing can be hidden and
everything can be illuminated.
Another way of looking at ‘dysfunction’ is to see the behaviour,
conflict or inertia as a signal from the system. It is a flag that’s
waving and trying to show something in the system. Very often when
someone says that a team is dysfunctional, a constellation reveals that
it is in fact highly functional – the function of the behaviour is to
show something, point to something or someone in the system, often
in the history of the system, that has not been fully acknowledged, or
has been somehow disrespected or other kinds of entanglements.
When you are working with a systems-orientated supervisor, or
giving yourself supervision through constellations, you can
experiment with including a representative for your judgement over
an individual or team – of being ‘dysfunctional’ – you may see
what’s trying to be shown in the system and open up a fresh path to
working with it and them.

What’s the most effective way to learn how to apply
this approach safely?
This work is phenomenological – the investigation of experience. So the
best way to learn about the work and how to facilitate it is to experience it:

Have as many experiences of being a representative in constellation
workshops as you can.
Experience the benefit of constellations by bringing your own issues
– personal or professional – to a systemic constellations workshop,



learning environment or systemic supervision.
When working with clients one-to-one, invite them to map the current
reality, the current experience of what they are describing, and start
from there, slowly expanding your horizons while keeping the client
and relationship within safe boundaries.

Aside from the learning experiences provided in
training exercises, what are your ‘top tips’ when
starting?
Well apart from learning about and observing the naturally occurring
organizing principles of systems and starting to notice where and when they
are out of alignment, here are four things you might consider ‘tips’ as you
start to use this methodology:

First and last: Listen to the first and last sentence the client says in
the ‘interview’ stage. If you really listen to the first 15 or so words,
you will be able to work at the core of their issue and later take the
client back to that point and check progress. If you also listen to the
last 15 words, you’ll hear something else that’s important, different
every time, and always relevant later in the constellation.
Stop early: As you become more experienced in this way of working
it may be important to remember not to overwhelm clients with too
many insights. Do this by asking: ‘Is that enough for now, or would
you like to go a step further?’ Simply ‘mapping what is’ will
illuminate something so fresh for the client that even this first stage
can often be enough.
Small is beautiful: Adding many representatives is rarely useful,
especially when learning to apply this approach. Apart from the
complexity, you may also be being seduced into the client’s story



about the facts, rather than staying with the simple truths that will
exist between the first two or three representatives.
Use your head: This approach requires you to trust your body, your
felt sense of the situation, to tap into unspoken dynamics in systems.
You’ll find that you and your client go into a very contemplative
place, almost a light trance, when the system dynamics emerge. This
is useful deep space and requires that you come out of your head and
into your body. However, one of the skills required in a coach who
uses this methodology is the ability to support a client through a more
rational, cognitive sense-making stage after a constellation. Many
people in business settings are unused to working at the embodied
level and so a return to some verbal processing, reflecting, and
discussion for suitable follow-up actions can be very important and
useful. So, you need to be able to move out of your head and right
back in again.



 

Tell me more about ‘permission’,
‘acknowledgement’ and ‘respect’ – they all sound
very old-fashioned…

Yes, they do. And many of the ancient wisdoms that we have tried to
ignore or forget had their feet firmly planted in this way of thinking
about systems. They’re not so old-fashioned; but they are ancient,
essential, fundamental. This work allows a contemporary expression
of the timeless qualities and attitudes that are given little attention
these days, especially in many business settings.
Let me give you an example. I was facilitating a workshop recently
and an executive coach asked if she could explore an issue around a
team she was working with. To make a ‘long story short’, she had
unconsciously ‘agreed’, as is so easy to do, with the team to label



their leader as a ‘controlling and autocratic boss’. We were in a
workshop and the team members were represented by people, but I
didn’t allow her to set up a person for the boss because of the vocal
judgements over her and because the coach said that if the boss knew
she was doing this sort of exploration she would be ‘horrified’. As a
result we didn’t have permission to access that part of the system. But
she kept asking to include the boss, so we set up a chair in the place
for the boss, in relationship to the team, who were standing in a
configuration near the centre of the workshop space.
Some time later it became clear that the team were all transfixed by
something we’d placed on the floor to represent ‘what the team are
really looking at’. This resulted in fresh information emerging about
some team members who had been forced to leave in very difficult
circumstances. We did some work to acknowledge them and this
settled everybody in the constellation. The coach was invited to join
the constellation and as it came towards what looked like an ending,
she picked up the object off the floor and threw it onto the chair, the
boss. As she did so she said: ‘And this belongs to you!’, and then
turned quickly away again.
I invited her to turn slowly, respectfully back and say instead: ‘You
took responsibility for this.’ As she said these five words her whole
demeanour changed and she added of her own accord, speaking softly
and with great respect: ‘…and it cost you a great deal… personally
and professionally’. With this new truth out, I then invited her to say:
‘I see the responsibility for and horror of what you are carrying and
leave it with you, with great respect for what it cost you.’ She did so,
willingly and with a powerful humility and presence that affected
everybody in the workshop.
In that moment everyone in the room knew that this ‘controlling and
autocratic’ leader was in fact carrying a great weight. She had had to



take responsibility for implementing cuts that hurt her and her team
deeply, and had been left isolated and excluded by the events and the
continuous judgements made about her.
The coach completed the constellation in a very different way and
with a palpable sense of respect for the difficulty of leading complex
systems. She reported learning something very useful about
permission, acknowledgement and respect and left the workshop
saying that she was in contact with a new and fresh source of energy
and a completely different inner attitude towards the boss and the
system she led.
This level of non-judgemental inclusiveness, where everybody has a
respected place, is the foundation stone of this work and of systemic
coaching.

Say something more about ‘place’. There seem to be
a number of different ways you use the word.
Yes, the word ‘place’ is used in several ways here. It’s a powerful and
evocative word that can have several meanings. Here’s the way I
understand and use it.

PLACE as in one of the organizing principles in systems:

– Everything that has contributed to the system has a place
and, if excluded without acknowledgement of the
contribution made, will create an additional bond. Everyone
and everything needs to have a unique and equally respected
place in the system for it to thrive. When people, facts,
products or services are denied their place, are excluded by
force or deliberately not talked about, then they will be ‘re-
membered’ by the system.



– When everything is acknowledged and given a place, the
system will let go of those that have left, and the past can be
integrated into the present and be useful in the future. This
leaves the system and the leaders and others within it free to
bring their individual and collective experience and skills to
bear.

Place as in finding your place in relationship to your client and their
issues – your inner stance:

– If you can maintain a place that enables you to scan all of the
system to which the client belongs and listen for system
flags, then you will be able to add significant value with
systemic observations and interventions.

– Staying in the neutral, ‘useful rather than helpful’ place is
central to systemic coaching and constellations.

Place as in knowing when you are in the right relationship or place to
someone or something else:

– Standing in a constellation, in a particular place, is an
opportunity to have an embodied sense of an inner
relationship structure and dynamic. The place where you
find yourself standing in a constellation as a representative
allows you to ‘know’ certain things you didn’t have access to
before.

– Representatives have powerful embodied experiences and
can report with great accuracy whether they are standing in
the ‘right’ place or the ‘wrong’ place in relationship to the
rest of the system. This same experience is felt by your client
when they stand in the ‘right’ place in their own
constellation and later their own system.



Place as in everything in a system needing a safe and respected place
in order to support organizational health:

– Remember that it’s not just people but also roles and
purposes that need a respected place in the system. Roles
must be created as a result of business purpose and needs,
not around individuals. Each role must be recognized as
equally valuable by the leaders and be given an appropriate
and reliable place in the system. People who try to occupy a
role that has not been given its right place, or who are asked
to create a role around themselves, will usually burn out
trying.

– The purpose needs its place. Organizational systems can
thrive when the purpose is acknowledged, shared and
understood. When people establish a self-serving business
connected to an unspoken personal purpose, the business
will struggle to thrive and survive.

– Money needs its place. Businesses don’t survive without a
constant supply of money and it is the job of the leaders to
ensure that the people working within the system have a
regard for the importance of money and its place in the
system. This is especially true for non-profit organizations
where money is often not given its place.

How can systemic coaching and constellations help
align the coaching and the coachee with the overall
business objectives or purpose?

This can be done in both the contracting and the actual coaching:

– When contracting it is useful to talk about ‘working in
service of the wider business system’, rather than only the



individual or team. This usually settles something in the
coachee or team and allows them to expand their horizons
and settle into their developmental journey.

– When constellating, whether in a one-to-one or a workshop
setting, put something in to represent the business objectives
or purpose. It can also be useful to include a place for the
customers. These are all good litmus tests of a ‘good
resolution’ and help ensure that the wider system is included.

– If the coaching is not working in service of and aligning with
the organizational purpose, then you are working in service
of the individual, not the system.

How can working with an individual affect the
company-wide organizational health?

It’s true that if the coach simply thinks about the system, that alone
may make little difference to how the client interacts with it and so
affects it. However, this way of working requires something more
than simply bearing the system in mind.
To affect organizational health a systemic coach will need to
challenge for the truth of the system. They will need to support their
client to stand fully in their own responsibility (and where
appropriate their own guilt) and think about how their actions and
behaviours align with the organizing principles of systems and the
purpose of this system.
Supporting the coachee to see their own systems, the conscience
groups they are loyal to and the entanglements they bring with them
into the organizational system, changes the way they are as leaders.
In this way the leadership community gradually learns about how
systems are sustained and can grow, take full responsibly for their



own individual actions but also for the wider system, and develop
themselves in the context of the whole.
As knowledge about what sustains systems increases, a kind of
system homeostasis is created across the organizational system.
Once this knowledge exists in the system, organizational health
begins to flow and build. It becomes much harder for leaders to
violate the natural organizing principles once they and those around
them are aware of them. Something shifts in the individuals and the
connections between them.

How would I introduce this work with a client?
Ask if it is OK to ‘look from another perspective’. There is no need to
talk about ‘constellations’. It’s a way of thinking and working, an
inner stance, not a tool that you need to name.
You could call it mapping or ‘creating a living map’. Most people are
comfortable with that idea and will be willing to explore further.
Ask: ‘Would you like to see the issue rather than just talk about it?’
Just start, respectfully and small, working within your experience.
Know when and how to respectfully stop.
Rather than talking about ‘constellations’, talk about working in the
service of organizational health or working with ‘the wider system in
mind’.

In what ways is acknowledgement useful for
leaders?

Leaders who truly acknowledge and face into their difficulties build
trust, loyalty and respect, because staff and customers alike know
they can trust what the company says and their place in that system.



Leaders who openly share the history, particularly the nature of the
founding idea, and include all the difficult things that happened and
the people who contributed along the way, alongside the success
stories, create calm and productive systems.
Whatever is excluded will hold a powerful energy that will distract
until it is included. So acknowledge and give a place to everything
(where you’ve come from) and everybody (who contributed to get
you here) that has been excluded. Let it all back in, in order to let it
all go with respect for its contribution.
Leaders need to acknowledge and face into the truth of the system.
That truth will be different for every organization and is often hard to
discern.



 

How do I use this when working as an in-house
coach?

The hardest place to bring the insights and practices to life is when
you are part of the system in which you are coaching or consulting.
This is because you will inevitably have your own loyalties and
entanglements within the system, and because you will have a
different level of permission when working with others within the
same system. As with any coaching, it will always be important to
pay attention to contracting and psychological safety, and never more
so than when in-house. When you are in-house, you are part of the
system as well as a facilitator of it.
There is, however, a great deal that can be done through the
application of the stance that supports this way of working. When an



internal consultant can find and establish a truly neutral stance, in
service of the system in which they work, then they can add a great
deal of value.
Facilitating constellations with and for others in the same system can
be a very effective way of separating out from the system and seeing
it with fresh eyes. This can be done, after training, on a one-to-one
basis and also in a workshop context for certain kinds of
organizational issues.
This privileged position requires a good grounding in system
awareness so you can work within the system and yet stay free of it.
Supervision will be particularly important in this context for this
reason.

Tell me more about the principle of exchange in
business systems.
In all interactions there needs to be a lively balance of exchange. All
systems will attempt to redress an imbalance. You can see this time and
again in nature, in politics as well as in financial and interpersonal
relationship systems.

A system is made up of a continuous series of exchanges that creates
a dynamic balance. One part of the system gives, another takes. The
taking is returned by giving and the giving is balanced by taking,
each movement initiating a reciprocal movement.
Too much giving (in terms of salary, recognition and reward, for
example) weakens belonging and motivation just as much as too little
giving does.

Sometimes I describe this organizing principle to clients in this way:

1st level of exchange (visible and conscious)



What experience do your clients, suppliers and partners have of your
business – are they getting what they want from the business and do
they feel that they pay a fair price for it?
This is the first level of exchange and it is relatively easy to see, to
measure and to calibrate. It’s vital to do so or your clients, partners
and suppliers may feel that you don’t value what you are offering or
don’t ask enough, or too much, for it in exchange.

2nd level of exchange (private)

The second level of exchange is harder to see and exists between
those who have given most, often the founders, and the business.
Balancing the level of risk and responsibility they have taken is
challenging but necessary.
When this is not attended to, those that gave the most may begin to
feel resentful and withdraw their energy and commitment, looking
elsewhere for the right level of exchange. Founders often think they
want to leave at this point. However, it is common for the motivation
to fully return when the imbalance in exchange is really attended to.

3rd level of exchange (invisible and unconscious)

When people join a business they do so under a formal contract of
some kind – even those who are temporary know the level of pay
they can expect in return. That’s at the conscious and visible level of
exchange.
The other contract that’s made when people join a business system is
of course the psychological one. This is invisible, unwritten,
unspoken and much harder to influence. It governs what someone is
willing to offer a business and what they expect in return.
Employees have their own set of unspoken expectations and will
move their attention elsewhere if these are not met. This level of
exchange is set entirely by the employee, and the employer may be



completely unaware of it. Even the employee will not be fully aware
of their own expectation – only discovering its importance after it has
not been met or the unconscious contract has not been honoured.
When looking for this kind of imbalance of exchange it can be useful
to remember that underneath every complaint is a request. There are
many unspoken or disguised requests that are informed by the
unwritten expectations for exchange.

How can I use this work when exploring my
‘personality type’?

If your coachee (or your peers in a professional development context)
is familiar with MBTI (or other similar models) then you can
experiment with setting up the elements and see what you notice.
For example, set up your ‘dominant mental function’ and then the
other functions in relation to that.
If you are doing this with peers, invite them to move, very slowly, in
response to any feeling or inner movement they have.
This will provide you with fresh information and open a window for
a better inner alignment of your innate preferences.
Then try to set up a current challenge or issue adjacent to this first
map and see what impact one has on the other.

You can experiment – particularly when working with a coach/peers – with
bringing your ‘Belbin’ or other reported type, ‘influencing style’, ‘conflict
style’ or ‘trait’ into the constellations. These experiments always provide
useful learning experiences and fresh insights.

How can I use this work when meeting a potential
coachee or person who commissions coaches for the
first time?



Sharing insights from the perspective of the system can have a very
positive effect at first meetings, as the simple truths of system
thinking connect the potential coachee with their material, deeply.
Organizations and coachees are looking for outstanding coaches with
fresh insights and an ability to challenge the individualistic way of
much coaching.
You can do all this by asking system-relevant questions: about the
past, the history of the role, the original purpose of the role, who has
contributed and left, how leadership and authority are expressed, etc.
You may also want to consider, for example, inviting the potential
client (whether direct client or commissioner) to set up a simple map
of ‘what is’ using found objects.

For example, you could say something like:
‘OK, so if I’ve understood you correctly, you are saying that this leader is finding it challenging to
find their place in the team with appropriate authority? To help us both get an even clearer picture of
what might be going on, would you just choose something here – it could be your phone, that bottle
of water or whatever – to represent the leader. Now, let’s say that this piece of paper/area of the table
is the team and the whole table is the company… where would each belong, just as they really are,
not how you’d like it to be…?’

Simply mapping the current situation will always reveal fresh
information and insights. Then simply ask: ‘What do you notice
here?’ This approach often reveals what the system is trying to show
and the underlying dynamics.

What other questions that respectfully open up the
client’s system could I ask when starting to use this
approach?

When hearing of an individual, team or organizational stuckness, ask:
‘To whom (or to what) is this an act of loyalty, staying stuck like



this?’ (or ‘Who would be pleased to see it like this?’)
When hearing of a difficulty in role (individual or team), ask: ‘What
happened to the previous person/team/role holder(s)?’
When hearing of leadership difficulties with no apparent source, ask:
‘Who has left this system in the past (and not been acknowledged for
their contribution)?’
‘To whom in the wider system around you/this does your question
really belong?’ (or ‘Who else would recognize this pattern; this map
of relationships?’)
‘Who was here before you?’
‘For what question is this the answer?’ (or ‘When you look at this
pattern what first comes to mind?’)
‘What has been excluded here?’ (or ‘Is there anything/anybody else
to be included here?’)

These are just a few examples of the kind of questions that you can ask, in
service of the system. If you contract with your clients by saying that you
are ‘working in service of the whole organizational system’, then more
questions and insights will begin to emerge naturally, for them and you.

Can I use this approach without having to
physically ‘map’ or ‘constellate’?

Yes. The principles and practices can inform the way you listen, the
way you respond and the way you coach. More important than
actually constellating is the inner stance of the coach and the
application of systemic insights through questions, observations on
potential systemic dynamics and solutions.
Start by asking systemically orientated questions.
There are several ways of carrying out ‘systemic coaching’ without
using the processes of constellations. All of these depend on an



understanding of the organizing forces that influence and sustain
systems and the ability to voice system dynamics.
However, the best way to learn how to do all this is to learn how to
facilitate constellations first. Without that aspect you’ve only got one
way of knowing: in your head.

Are constellation workshops always emotional?
Because this approach evolved out of workshops exploring
relationships in family systems, it developed a reputation for strong
and intense emotional experiences. However, the issues in family
constellation workshops are often to do with trans-generational
trauma, loss, or a damaged or difficult connection between a parent
and a child. Naturally these are emotional issues and the emotions
expressed are often those of a child to its parents. Appropriate and
healing levels of grief for loss and other emotions are therefore
sometimes expressed.
Family systems are by their very nature vast and almost timeless.
Organizational systems are only ever temporary in the scale of things.
For this and other reasons, overpowering emotions are not often a
part of a workshop that’s exploring coaching, leadership and
organizational issues.
When strong emotions are experienced it’s a reflection of the strength
of the bond or the depth of the trauma. If the bond is very strong in an
organizational system, it often indicates a confusion or projection
involving a family system issue or loyalty. If a personal issue emerges
in a workshop setting it is respected and boundaried, and only
explored with the explicit permission of the issue holder. In an
organizational context, even a business issue with emotional intensity,
resolutions can often be found with a light touch.



The exception to this is constellations that include endemic bullying
or organizational trauma, where there are likely to be strong emotions
that rightly belong in the organizational system.



 

Can you use this approach as a catalyst for system-
wide behavioural change?



Yes. Remember that all behaviour makes sense in the context of the
system in which it belongs. This is why system constellations are
particularly useful in this context, as you can access the system and
find out what is driving the organizational behaviours, and what the
system requires in order to change them.
This is a large and fascinating subject in itself and one of several
topics within the wider subject of organizational health.

Can you describe some of the organizational
applications of constellation workshops?
There are a wide variety of applications for this approach. Some are in
development while others are tried and tested. They include the kind of
organizational issue resolution we have been looking at here – exploring
issues in a constellation workshop or one-to-one setting where neutral
representatives, other members of the workshop are used to explore
apparently intractable challenges, leadership questions, and team or abstract
issues. However, it’s also possible to use this approach for strategy
development, where alternative strategies for the whole business, or teams
within the business, can be explored through the use of constellations in
workshop settings.

Any change in organizational structure creates significant systemic
changes and associated dynamics. For example, in mergers and
acquisitions, leaders and their coaches can gain fresh insights into how the
restructuring can be best achieved. They can see what conditions are
required for successful merger or growth through a workshop designed to
illuminate the dynamics and best potential outcomes through constellations.

There are also a number of ways of gaining fresh consumer and other
stakeholder insights using constellations. For example, a number of
alternative products or hierarchies of different products can be tested. This



kind of work is also often done in a workshop setting where there are plenty
of available and ‘neutral’ human representatives.

There is also a significant amount of work being done around brand
development with ‘branding constellations’. Branding constellations offer
brand owners opportunities to test brands and brand developments.

In my own practice I am, with others, offering regular workshops to
which leaders can bring any issue they are facing. These workshops include
teaching input on the core principles and practices and allow people to
illuminate a range of challenges as well as get a kind of systemic due
diligence on their business or organization.

WHAT HAS THIS APPROACH GOT TO OFFER
IN THE CONTEXT OF LARGE-SCALE SOCIAL
SYSTEM TRAUMAS LIKE BREXIT OR THE
2020 PANDEMIC?
Everything that happens around us, in the social systems in which we live
and work, has a place and can be given a place in a constellation, whether in
a one-to-one or team context. One of the things that I have found
particularly useful and settling for clients is that this radical inclusiveness is
itself a systemic intervention.

Acknowledging and including what is, just as it is. I have written about both
these larger social system issues online and you are welcome to explore
further there.
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coaching exercises 126–28, 143–45, 152, 155, 163, 169, 191–96, 210–18, 227, 287
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resonant sentences 136, 137, 216–17
teams 210–18, 227
three-way coaching 188–89
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progress checking 234
projection 142, 246, 275, 276, 318, 335
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psychological contract 219, 332
psychological safety 174, 271–73, 282, 330
purpose 5, 25, 126, 152, 214, 241, 327

questions 29, 65–66, 70, 73, 76, 125–26, 132, 333–34

radical inclusiveness 26, 321
re-membering 55, 67, 74, 94, 95, 138, 173
real problem identification 234
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reference systems 62, 125, 128, 309
relationship chemistry 167–70
relationship mapping (relational maps) 15, 35–45, 126, 214, 310, 316
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relationship patterns 151–52
relationship systems i-ii, 9–11, 14, 16, 336
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replacing constellation pieces 132
representational mapping 12, 207
representative objects 18, 36–45, 131–32, 142–44, 154–55, 170–71, 176, 234, 259–64, 328
representative perception (representation) 19–20, 223, 246, 317–20
representatives 19, 239–44, 247–49, 324

see also abstract representatives; representative objects; representative perception (representation)
rescuing (healing) 100, 283, 294, 296, 335
resolution 118–19, 134–35, 137–38, 153–54, 178, 241, 265
resolving sentences 134–35, 241
resonant language 12, 43, 202, 262
resonant sentences 20, 66, 135–38, 142, 147–48, 155, 257
resourcing 118, 152, 189–91, 235, 286–98
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respect 174, 176, 288, 324–26
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‘right place’ 116, 131, 246, 253, 310

see also ‘better place’
Rogers, Carl 321



role authority 67, 112, 154–56, 232, 311
role-play 184, 223, 318
role reversal 263
rules 53

see also implicit rules; organizational conscience; unspoken rules; unwritten rules

safe spaces (places) 272, 283, 285–86
safety needs 271–73

see also psychological safety; safe spaces (places)
same-sex parent relationship 292–98
schools 13, 50, 53, 100, 146, 272–73
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secret sentences 138–48
secrets 95
selection meetings 167–70
self 13, 61, 274
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self-sufficiency 294
self-supervision 254–56, 314
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system representatives 243
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three-way coaching 188–89
time 88–94, 103, 104, 115, 152, 315–16

acknowledgement 227, 253, 287



family system 287
leaving organizations 173
resonant sentences 136, 137, 287
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unspoken expectations 332
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witness position 30, 145
word field exercise 212
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