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Systemiccoaching Inessence, systemiccoaching is theartandsci-
ence of workingwith a client or team to find the hidden dynam-

ics in the various systems the client is a part of and making them
workable. It is also the art of letting the natural systemic intelli-
gence flow freely again. In this way, the coach doesn't only help
the client to find space for a solution for the issue, he also helps the
client draw fromanatural source, a source of systemicwisdom that
in the rush of everyday life and pressures of the world around us,
may have been temporarily unavailable.

If you are familiar with family or organisational constellations, then
systemic coaching is the equivalent of a constellation. Without working
with representatives or objects, which give the constellation a strong
visual and spacious impression, butwith the same fundamental effects.
Systemic coaching can equally be done by skype or phone. For the
coach, the “art” remains the same; you connect to the systems that your
client is part of and you explore where the problem lies.

The art of asking questions

Systemic coaching is all about asking the right questions. By asking
questions you can lead the client to crucial areas in his system. This
could be within the family system, the system of the present-day family
unit, in present or past relationships, work related systems, education
or career, the organisation the client is part of or it could just as well be
a societal issue in which the question of the client is deeply-seated.
But it could also concern the inner systemof the client. Dynamics in the
outside world are oftenmirrored internally.

The art of letting the client lead the way

The client always remains in the lead. The coach works as a navigator
who doesn’t lead the way but positions himself alongside to the client.
Together they step into themarshesof systems,sometimessinkingdeep
and at other times finding solid ground. Maybe even a hilltop, giving a
bigger picture of the landscape of your issue. And not just an overview
but also a change of perspective. As the coach you will notice this be-
cause suddenly, theclient starts leading theway. Something starts flow-
ing again. The client’s voice starts to change. On the phone you can al-
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most hear the client move away from you and distance himself. He has
felt an impulse, seen a passage to take and has already ventured onto
that path. This is how strong life is. Life wants to flow. And if the client
is back on track, the coaching is done. There is nothing more to add.

The art of following

Systemic coaching is about the art of following, the art of hearing what
is just beneath the surface, the art of not doing anything, the art of being
non-judgmental, the art of refraining and holding off.

Systemic coaching is also a science. And there is a vast amount of
knowledge available about the different ways social systems work. A-
bout underlying mechanisms. About what dynamics are. About what
an intervention is. The science is that you can think in dynamics, recog-
nise and knowwhen it’s a question of a personal conscience or the con-
science of the system and that you are proficient in asking the right sys-
temic questions.
This bookwants to walk you through the art as well as the science. Sys-
temic coaching as a vocation, requires many man-hours, a lot of prac-
tice. Don’t be discouraged by this. You can start today. The upside of
systemic coaching is that you can practise it throughout the day. By
reading the newspaper systemically: which dynamic strikes me? How
many systems do you read about in just a short paragraph in the news-
paper? Which systemic question would I like to ask and to whom? And
above all, “what is not being said here?”
Systemic coaching can give you intense pleasure. Often, it is so beauti-
ful! Just one right question and the person you are talking to is on his
way. Do you know the film on Picasso when he draws a bull on glass
with a paintbrush? And you are on the other side of the glass and can
feel and experience and see the bull coming at you. It’s pure beauty.
This is what systemic coaching can be like.
Many problems are obviously not systemic. If my camera keeps break-
ing down, it’s time to read the instruction manual or it may be broken.
In a situation like this, systemic coaching isn’t very useful. It becomes
an entirely different story if camera’s always break in my hands, when I
normally feel comfortable with technical issues. When patterns repeat
themselves, it becomes relevant to seewhat is going on froma systemic
perspective.

SYSTEMIC COACHING
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1.1 Origin and development of systemic work and con-
stellations

At the end of the last century, Bert Hellinger gave an enormous push to
the method that has become widespread under the name family con-
stellations. Bert Hellinger (1925)was born in Central Germany andwent
from priest to therapist to developer of systemic works. Psychiatrist
Gunthard Weber from Heidelberg, documented the method Bert Hel-
linger was developing, meticulously. Because of this, it became an im-
mense hype in Germany.
The method of constellations is the only systems approach that I know
of, that started with a method. Its theory camemuch later. Many other
system-approaches started with a theoretical framework and later the
methods were developed accordingly.
During the first 8 years thatheworkedwithconstellations,BertHellinger
devoted his time researching mechanisms in families.
Research, not in scientific sense but in the phenomenological sense.
Bert thought: All these constellationswant to teachus somethingabout
how family systems works. I will open up to those insights that want to
reveal themselves to me.

Many systemic principles have
been derived from themethod
constellation.

The effect was that after many, many constellations, penny’s started
dropping and slowly Hellinger started seeing the underlying mechanis-
ms. Not invented but observed mechanisms. Mechanisms that are in-
herent to people at least and what examples seem to be telling us, ap-
pear with herd animals such as dogs or horses as well. This is how the
theory underlying the systemic work grew slowly but surely, by doing
endless amounts of constellations and good observation.
Soon, constellations, both itsmethod and the theory, spread out across
theworld. The first constellations inTheNetherlands tookplace in1998.
Also in The Netherlands, family constellations spread quickly.
It happened so fast that in 2001, the Dutch institution for inspection of
mental health came to talk to us at the Bert Hellinger institute to find
out what constellations were. Once they realised that constellations
weren’t a treatment but more a powerful awareness process and when
it became clear that in The Netherlands there is much room for profes-
sionalization and intervision, they were satisfied: “We are not against
new developments at all but it is important to us that enough room for
self-reflection is built-in and that clients have somewhere to go with their
complaints”, thus the inspectors.
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The development of organisational constellations followed only a few
years after family constellations. Nowadays, organisational constella-
tions have become a reasonably normal method, working with staff,
management, company owners and teams to explore the flow of an or-
ganisation. It was actually the Order of Organisational Advisors was the
first to embrace this method as an intervision-method.
Since 2010, a new kind of question has come into view: societal ques-
tions. Questions such as: what is happening in the financial services in-
dustry? In Health Care? In Home Care Services? In Prenatal Care? What
effects on society do the earthquakes in Groningen have? Economic de-
crease in society? Of fundamentalism?
Already form an early stage on,together with ourmost direct colleagues,
we were interested in systemic coaching: systemic work without the
constellation. There was sound reasoning for this. It isn’t always pos-
sible to set up a constellation. And in the near future, we don’t fore-
see thousands ofmanagers facilitating constellations during their team
meetings either.
What we do see, is thousands of managers that, aware of their own sys-
temic intelligence and the systemic awareness in their teams or organ-
isations, look at the developments in their organisations through sys-
temic eyes and do systemic interventions accordingly. We see boards of
directors and governmental project managers understanding how they
can ease societal developments froma systemic perspective. Without a
constellation.

1.2 Systemic terminology

We use the terms systemic wisdom, systemic awareness and systemic
intelligence interchangeably.

Systemic awareness

With systemic awareness, we refer to teams who suddenly realise and
understand how they have become stuck in patterns and how they re-
peat themselves. We refer here to a youngest child who is aware of the
fact that he can only approach his demented mother as the youngest
child and that mothering her will spark something off. You are aware
that you are systemic by instinct.

SYSTEMIC COACHING
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Systemic intelligence

With systemic intelligence, we refer to the capacity to apply systemic
principles in your everyday life, in theway you speak to your children or
neighbour, theway you file a complaint etcetera. Deploying systemic in-
telligence doesn’t always mean ’for the good’. You can deploy systemic
intelligence for great and awful things.

Systemic wisdom

Systemicwisdom is the capacity to knowwhatworks andwhat doesn’t.
It is more a deep knowing, even beyond the systemic principles that we
know today. Systemic wisdom creates a holding space for many.

You can work systemically from a more sensitive perspective or as
you wish, your right hemisphere. We probably address this side more
with the phrase systemic awareness. You can also do this work entirely
from a logical and rational point of view, the left hemisphere, probably
addressed more with the term systemic intelligence.
Andsystemicwisdomcomes froman integratedbeing,being integrated.

Weseemany teachersusing their systemic sensitivity tohelp (young)
children find their place in the system. So they can learn better. Bibi
Schreuder was one of the first to start training teachers on how to apply
the systemic principles tomake children feel safe and to create a better
learning environment.

Bibi understood at an early stage that constellations with children
in the classroomwas not the way to go about it. Children have the ten-
dency to work for their parents anyway. Using constellations has the
risk that children will start doing that even more. But teachers can use
the systemic principles in the classroom well. Standing silently in ’the
Empty Centre’middle just for oneminute, with an attitude of being sys-
temically aware, often has a huge impact on a class. Without the con-
stellation.

In this book wewill describe the underlyingmechanisms of the con-
stellation, the science, elaborately. It creates the theoretical base for
the systemic coach. You will find that once you master this underlying
base, you won’t need the method of constellations as much to be able
to work and coach systemically.

Of course, the method of constellations will keep its value and syste-
mic coacheswill at times still facilitate a constellationwith their clients.
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However, this book is mainly directed to those already applying sys-
temic work in their daily practice, without necessarily setting up a con-
stellation.

Learning to look around a corner

Coaching isn’t exclusively for those who have the name ’coach’ on their
business cards. Parents, teachers, professionals, entrepreneurs, man-
agers, therapists and consultants coach regularly. Even if that’s not
what they call it. The basics of conversation techniques are assumed
familiar.
This book can also be an eye-opener to those who enjoy looking at the
world from a different systemic perspective and who marvel at the
views that could open up. “Learning to look around a corner” was how
one of the pupils of the course on systemic coaching put it.

1.3 What is specific to systemic coaching?

What is specific to systemic coaching? Coaching has become a broad
work field in The Netherlands. There are many different ways of coach-
ing. It is therefore difficult to compare systemic coaching with different
formsof coaching. Additionally, the different formsof coaching are con-
stantly developing and we would be failing them if we compare them.

As we attempt to describe the specifics of systemic coaching below,
the reference I may have in the back of my mind, is what I call “classic
management coaching”, which I did for many years: coaching individu-
als, mostly leaders, sometimes in combination with change.

Specific for systemic coaching is:

• You work with systemic information;

• You work for the wellbeing of the entire system;

• You work with the principles of the consciences;

• You lookatpositions, because ina system, youaremore thanyour
behaviour;

• Done is done.
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