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by Jan Sinsheimer

Who
Jan is Strategy Consultant and Executive 
Coach. She provides 1:1 leadership 
coaching with executives, and live action 
team coaching with executives and 
their direct reports. She trained in the 
Fundamentals of Systemic Coaching and 
Constellations with John Whittington in 
Seattle, Washington, USA.

What
Jan describes her experience of mapping 
when a client is searching for her sense of 
place in a system that is changing.

When
The work outlined in this case study was 
done following the Fundamentals training 
that occurred in the fall of 2013.

Note
The confidentiality of the private 
individuals, teams and businesses 
involved in each case study has been 
protected by the author.
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Context and Preparation
Susan is a Healthcare Executive with whom I work in a one-to-one setting. She leads large 
scale change that has significant impact on staff, and takes her responsibilities to heart. 
She cares deeply about the organization and individuals that she affects. She recently 
shared that the decline in health of her elderly mother who is living alone with her 91 year 
old father is an added responsibility.

What I Noticed
Through exploring her place in her family she may resolve her current dilemma and find 
resources to apply to her work. She’s not sure of her role in her family. She emphasized 
her place as eldest. She feels responsible to use her nursing skills, saying “I’m the only 
one who understands her (mom’s) situation”; while also not wanting to be “pushy”. She 
feels fortunate to have abundant resources to provide support to her family, and wants to 
be at peace to do what’s “appropriate”. She lives a great distance from her parents.

How I Offered
I suggested that there may be value in creating a “map” that reflects where she and her 
siblings are in relationship to each other and to her parents. If she can see her current 
place, she may have a better picture of her “right” role, as her mother’s health declines. 
She was receptive to the idea, and we agreed to try it next session. We prepared to use 
Skype for this session, and discussed materials she might need to have on hand.

The Intervention
At the session, I invited the client to identify her desired outcome. She described 
interpersonal dynamics between herself, her mother and brother, and realized, “I’m 
in the middle between my brother and my mother.” She reported that her mother is 
withholding important information about her health from her brother. Susan clarified, “I 
want to be comfortable having a conversation with my brother, about the best approach 
for him to contribute to mom’s care.” She wanted to prepare to have a potentially difficult 
conversation with him.

I asked her to clarify the scope of the system she wanted to map. She stated that the 
system contained just herself, her siblings and parents. I asked if there were any broader 
elements that she wanted to see, and she said no. We agreed that that the flip chart she 
had set up in front of the camera represented her nuclear family.

I invited her to place representatives for the system “as it is” on the chart. She wrote ME 
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and placed a triangular shape of cut paper in the center of the chart with a point of the 
triangle pointing down. Then she thoughtfully began to add representatives and described 
relationships as she placed them. I asked her to take time to stay with each placement, to 
sense it and feel it in her body.

Susan placed her mother kitty corner to her with one side of the triangle touching her and 
the arrow pointing to the center in the same direction as hers. She commented that she 
and her mother are very close. Then she placed her sister on the other side of her mother, 
touching her mother, with her sister’s arrow directly pointing to the client. She and her 
sister exchange confidences with each other. She placed her dad on her sister’s other 
side, facing the center directly towards mom. Susan is close to her dad, but rarely talks to 
him anymore because he’s going deaf. Mom “monopolizes the phone calls”. The picture at 
this point is four representatives very close together, all facing center towards each other 
in an inner circle. The client is touching mom and directly facing her sister. She is very 
close to dad. Mom is touching all three family members and directly facing dad. Sister is 
touching mom and very close to dad directly facing the client.

She placed the representative for her brother on the outside of the circle, directly behind 
her father with the arrow pointing away from the system. Her brother until recently lived 
next door to mom and dad, and provided for the bulk of their needs. He moved a few 
miles away, and is the only sibling physically close enough to provide care.

I asked the client what she feels or notices in her body. She said, “I feel it in my gut, like 
an umbilical cord.” I asked her what else she’s noticing. She said mom is the central figure 
touching everyone. Mom is the one person that communicates with each family member, 
and holds the family together. Her brother, while physically the closest, is furthest away, 
that with his physical move to a new home, he distanced himself from the system.

I asked if the picture represents the system “as it is” now. She moved mom further away 
from the center as she said “mom’s floating away”. She pulled Dad away closer to her 
brother. Dad’s “fading away”, with declining hearing and frequent sleeping. She opened 
the circle to make room for her brother facing dad. Lastly, she added her husband, 
touching and facing her, just outside the system as a critical resource.

She had a number of rapid insights. Mom and dad moved away from the center, and 
mom can no longer hold the family together. Susan was so focused on mom’s declining 
health that she had failed to notice how isolated dad is becoming. Her brother’s place 
closest to dad is just right. She realized that she’d been “sort of ticked off” at her brother 
for physically moving at such a critical juncture, even while understanding on a logical level 
why he needed to to do so.

She quickly expressed tremendous gratitude for the amount of care he’s provided to both 
parents since she and her sister are so far away. I asked if she wanted to face and thank 
her brother for all he has given to the family, while she was physically unable to do so. She 
said yes, and we agreed that after the session (due to time) she would face each family 
member and thank them for their contributions. I asked her if she had what she needed to 
engage in the important conversation with her brother. She no longer thought it would be 
difficult, and was clear about how she wanted to approach the conversation.

Benefits and Impact
Susan experienced a great sense of relief from the insights. She visibly relaxed as she saw 
a natural changing of place between she and her brother. She felt more connected to her 
brother through his closeness to dad, and was able to stay with the recognition that her 
parents health will decline as they “fade away” from the system.

http://www.coachingconstellations.com
https://www.facebook.com/CoachingConstellations
https://twitter.com/SystemicCoach
http://www.youtube.com/SystemConstellations


www.CoachingConstellations.com /CoachingConstellations @SystemicCoach /SystemConstellations

Observations and Integration
One can see universal principles surface to enabling the system to reconfigure during 
transition. The focus of this mapping was “finding place”, yet the systemic principle of 
EXCHANGE surfaced and was addressed. As the client saw changing places for members 
in the system, she was able to acknowledge their contributions allowing a natural shift. 

The mapping of “what is” gives the system a voice and has visceral impact, which serves 
the health of the whole. It seemed that my role as coach was to partner with the client 
to experience the system and observe revelations from it. Through my observations, 
I can provide “sentences” for client to test the truth of the system. I look forward to 
experimenting with this aspect much more in the future.


