
CASE STUDY
IN SERVICE OF THE WHOLE SYSTEM
by Julia Steward

Who
Julia is a coach and facilitator who was a 
member of the Spring 2013 training in the 
‘Fundamentals of Systemic Coaching and 
Constellations’ in Bristol, UK.

Julia’s coaching client-group is primarily 
headteachers from the maintained sector, 
and Anglican clergy – both of whose roles 
make them highly visible in their local 
community. She has facilitated workshops 
for school leaders on sustaining emotional 
resilience, and has a particular interest in 
the impact of the education system on this 
aspect of leadership.

What
Julia describes her first experience of 
mapping a relationship system with a 
friend searching for a greater sense of 
ease in her family.

When
This work described in this case study was 
done following the Fundamentals training, 
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 
My client is a friend. I was in London and we had met for a walk and lunch. While we were 
out walking together she had mentioned that her 21- year old son was moving back home 
after being away at university, to decide what to do next. She had mixed feelings about 
this, which she hadn’t shared with her son, and asked me for (as she put it) my wisdom. 
We talked about the inclination to revert to being a child when people return to their 
parents’ home and how we relate to our children as adults, how that is different from when 
they were children.

What I noticed and how I offered 
During lunch, I was talking about systemic coaching and she asked me how that worked. 
She turned her attention back to the issue we’d discussed on the walk. She started 
moving things around the table to represent members of her family. It felt to me like a 
clear invitation to become involved. ‘So as my client’ I said ‘I’d ask who else needed to 
be in this three-dimensional map, apart from your son? We could do that, if you like?’ She 
agreed.

What I did 
‘Oh, first of all’, I said, remembering, ‘I need to ask what is it that you are seeking. Is this 
about additional resources for you, or a resolution to something, or something else?’
‘I think it’s about getting a different perspective on it’, she answered.
‘And if the situation were more resolved, what would be different for you?’
‘I think I’d just feel better about it’, she said. 

My client selected a small glass containing paper tubes of sugar to represent her son. 

‘Which way is he facing?’ I asked. 

‘That way’ indicated my client, pointing to her right. I took one of the paper sugar- tubes 
out of the glass and laid it across the top so that it became like a finger pointing in the 
direction of gaze that had been indicated. ‘Who else is here?’ ‘Me’ came the response. 
‘I’m here’. She placed herself (represented by a glass) very close to her son, facing in 
the same direction. I handed her the sugar tube and she placed it on the glass, pointing 
towards the representation of her son. ‘Then there’s N’ she said, referring to her husband. 
‘For some reason I think this needs to be him’. She took the large silver bucketlike 
container in which the bread had arrived and placed it some distance away. This time a 
knife showed the focus of attention - away from the first two representatives.
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My client seemed mentally to stand back. ‘Yes, I think that’s it’, she said. Then almost 
immediately ‘I think I need to be further away’. She took her glass, poured some water in 
it, and moved it close to the representative of her husband. ‘That’s better’, she said. ‘And I 
notice you’re a bit fuller’ I said. ‘Yes’, she replied, ‘that feels better. I often talk about feeling 
drained after a difficult session with my son. I think I just need to give him more space’. So 
is that the sentence you need to say to him? I said. ‘I need to give you more space’? ‘Yes, 
I think it is’. Then she turned to the representative for her son and said, ‘I need to give you 
more space…and maybe’ she turned the bucket so that the pointer changed direction 
- ‘maybe we need to be more together. I need to focus more on N, rather than trying to 
avoid the conflict by focusing on my son. I’m rushing to stop the baby crying’. 

‘What is it that he needs from you?’ I asked, indicating her son. ‘I think, trust’, said my 
client. ‘And I do trust him’. ‘So what would you like to say to him?’ ‘I think that I do trust 
him. He can do it. He can do it on his own. I will always be here, but he doesn’t need me 
in the same way any more’. She pursed her lips slightly, closed her eyes for a moment, 
and nodded slowly. ‘Yes, that’s it’ she said. And I felt a new freedom in her voice.

Benefits 
My client seemed lighter, having gained a new perspective. Coupled with our earlier 
conversation, it seemed that she was seeing a transition from the parent/child relationship 
with her son to a new adult/adult relationship. The new relationship would allow her space 
to focus on her own needs and those of her relationship with her husband, rather than 
focusing on her ‘child’ in order to prevent the tension which followed if (as she put it) the 
baby cried.

I noticed how easy it was to slip in to this way of working, using what was around as 
representatives. It felt very natural and flowed. I was not distracted by other people in 
the restaurant. In fact it was probably easier to concentrate on the representatives than 
it would have been if we had simply been having a face-to-face conversation. This was a 
surprise to me. 

Observations and integration 
The whole encounter probably took less than 5 minutes. I can see how ‘offering lightly’ 
allows what is going on in the system to reveal itself. When I’m working in a more formal way 
with coaching clients, I’m still focused on trying to ‘get it right’ which makes it feel clunky. 

So, I’m reminded of the importance of the ‘not knowing’ stance. I was also reminded of 
the importance and impact of working in service of the whole system – that’s an inner 
stance I will try to maintain as it feels simultaneously less onerous and more useful than 
working in service of just the client.

When I visited her again recently, I asked her about any ‘shift’ as a result of our 
conversation and constellation.  She was very clear that it had made a difference: it had 
precipitated a process of exploration for her,  which had enabled her to give her son the 
necessary space while he was living at home.
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