
CASE STUDY
MAPPING WHAT IS
by Rosemary Marzio

Who
Rosemary is a coach and partner in the 
executive coaching firm Praesta France and 
was a member of the Spring 2013 training 
in the ‘Fundamentals of Systemic Coaching 
and Constellations’ in Paris, France.

She specialises in individual executive 
coaching in English and French as well as 
coaching students on the Executive MBA 
programmes at ESSEC.

What
Rosemary describes her experience of 
tabletop mapping with a client searching 
for her sense of place and belonging in an 
international law firm.

When
This work described in this case study 
was done following a training in The 
Fundamentals of Systemic Coaching & 
Constellations, in the spring 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
Vanessa is a partner in the Tax Department of the Paris office of an international law firm. 
I worked with her on a one-to-one basis over a six month period. There are eight partners 
in the law firm, and two in the Tax Department. Vanessa had had a difficult year business 
wise during 2012 with the level of the revenue she generated being substantially below 
both her own and the firm’s expectations. She had asked the firm for coaching support 
to assist her in addressing a loss of confidence in herself and in particular in her ability 
to approach and attract new clients and business. She had also recently learned that 
her title of « Co-Head » of the Tax Department had been removed. Vanessa felt that the 
responsibility for her difficult year lay entirely with her, and that it was “normal” that her title 
had been removed in the circumstances.

There were various elements in Vanessa’s situation that led me to believe that a systemic 
approach may be useful to her: Vanessa felt “stuck” in her situation, she was very agitated and 
used her hands and body movements extensively to explain different points, and her analysis 
was very much ‘in her head’. Moreover, it seemed to me that the three systemic organising 
forces (Time, Place and Exchange) were impacted and may not have been respected.

Time
The Paris office of the firm had been created by the eight Paris partners, including 
Vanessa, all of whom had left other law firms to create the office. Vanessa and the other 
Tax Partner (Christophe) had been at the same law firm but Vanessa had arrived at the 
new firm first and had done a significant amount of work in setting up the Tax Department 
before Christophe arrived. I felt that perhaps the fact that Vanessa had arrived before 
Christophe, and had made a significant contribution to the department before he joined, 
was not being sufficiently acknowledged.

Place
It seemed also to me that Vanessa was being excluded from the system. Vanessa and 
Christophe began at the new firm as joint Head of Department – however, following 
Vanessa’s difficult year, she was no longer referred to as Co-Head in briefings to clients, 
internal correspondence etc even though no official decision had been taken to remove 
her title. It was not clear who had taken the decision to withdraw her title and the decision 
had not been communicated to her formally or informally – she had simply picked up on 
the change from seeing the various documents without her name. This led her to become 
withdrawn, and to participate only to a limited extent in internal partners’ meetings, and in 
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business development activities. Her right to belong on an equal basis within the system 
did not seem to be respected.

Exchange
I felt also that there was an imbalance of exchange in the system. Vanessa felt that she 
frequently volunteered to help with other partners’ transactions and that in general she 
made a significant contribution to the firm, albeit not financially in 2012. Her contribution 
to the various firm projects and matters was not however being acknowledged. On the 
contrary, she received feedback that she did not seem willing to work with other partners. 
In addition the other partners were not willing to help her with her transactions and her 
business development activities.

During our second coaching session I explained to Vanessa that I was in the process of training 
in coaching constellations and that I thought the approach may be interesting in her situation. 
I explained my view that it may be useful in getting to the heart of her issue (ie to the heart of 
what was really going on for her) which would then make it easier to unblock the situation. I 
asked whether she would be willing to experiment using the approach with me and she agreed.

I then took out some wooden constellation representatives and put them on the round 
table in front of us. We agreed together that the boundary of the round table represented 
her law firm. I asked Vanessa to choose one of the pieces to represent herself, and to place 
it on the table where it felt right for her. She placed it towards the outside of the round 
table. I then asked her to choose pieces to represent each of her partners, and to position 
the pieces on the table, again where it felt right to her. She put all the pieces on the table 
at once and started moving them around rapidly, in various different directions, trying to 
find the place that seemed right for her. She also moved the piece that represented herself 
within the firm. After a few minutes she started to get very agitated and emotional.

I asked her what it was that was making it difficult for her to continue with the exercise and 
she looked at me, crying and said: “I don’t know where I fit in, I don’t have a place”.

I found the use of the constellation pieces in this case extremely effective, for a number of 
different reasons:

• The approach helped clarify/diagnose what Vanessa’s issue was – one of PLACE 
within the firm – and we therefore became clearer as to the coaching work to be 
done together. In later sessions, we worked on her perception of her legitimacy within 
the firm, and also looked at identifying the resources, both external and internal, that 
could support her during the difficult time she was going through.

• Physically touching the wooden pieces seemed to have led to Vanessa’s primary 
emotions coming out, and I thought that that was very important – it seemed to me 
that she had previously been spending a lot of energy holding back her emotions and 
refusing to acknowledge her difficult situation, and as a result had become blocked in 
the situation.

• I felt that the exercise had led to benefit to the system, since it became clear that the 
issue of PLACE was one which concerned not only Vanessa but the other partners 
too - it became clear that it was important for the partners to talk about the place, 
roles and responsibilities of each, and that is something that Vanessa suggested at a 
partner’s meeting a few weeks later.
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Observations and Integration
In terms of my observations, I was taken aback by the powerfulness of the mapping 
process – I had not expected it to lead to a result that quickly or one that was so intense. 
It also made me think that I need to be careful as to the point during the coaching 
programme at which I propose the constellation work (i.e. the importance of choosing the 
right moment).

I also found the systemic coaching stance that I had adopted interesting, as well as 
liberating - in particular the notion of ‘standing in the difficulty’ and not trying too hard to 
help. I am more and more convinced that impartial compassion, and staying with what 
is, is the most appropriate stance for a coach, and the stance that is most useful to the 
client. I have already integrated the mapping work into my coaching practice, as well as the 
systemic coaching stance.

Benefits and Impact
On a number of occasions in the remaining sessions Vanessa referred back to the mapping 
exercise. We didn’t go back into the detail of the constellation but it served as a strong 
visual and physical reminder of the question of Place.

For example, from time to time when the issue came up, Vanessa would look at the table 
where we had done the constellation, and on a couple of occasions moved her hands as 
if moving the wooden markers again, even though they were not physically there. It was 
clear that the constellation had been a powerful and liberating experience and one that had 
stayed with her, catalysing a turning point in the coaching and her own sense of place.

The coaching ended with Vanessa feeling that she had made significant progress on the 
subject of her place within the firm. This was confirmed by the Head of HR in a three-way 
end of coaching meeting.


