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Energy

The Essence of therapy
in the Satir Model

o

Cx

Susanna Wong-Ip, Ph.D., M.PH., MAT;

Eddie Chan, M.Med. FHKAM, (Family Me:

icine and Paed.)

In a linear way we think if we can regulate our
thinking, then we will stand a better chance of
controlling and managing ourselves. In our
practice of over twenty years, we have
witnessed numerous cases which defy the law
of such linear |ogic. People often change
because they feel accepted and loved. Bachelor
and Horvath (Hubble, Duncan, & Miller, 2004,
P.188) have researched the subject of change
and they concluded that “relationship produces
change”. Before we know more about
neurobiology people relate mysterious changes
to intuition, the third sense, sub-consciousness

N

or even desting. Human beings sense
acceptance and love because it is part of their
innate ability to connect with another human
being. Once connected, people feel empowered
and their life energy is ignited, making them
more capable of seeing things with a wider
perspective and reacting differently. We can
immediately sense change because when one is
in touch with the ability that resides inside, his
being recognizes another being and his
spirituality connects and resonates with another.

Virginia Satir was attractive to people because
of her ability to connect and build genuine
relationship with people. Her connection with
people clearly exhibited how the spiritual parts
of two parties touch each other, thus bringing
change to both sides. Practically, in an exchange
she recalled, the physical beings of both sides
are involved in the process. In her book, “In Her
Own Wards”, psychologist and long time Satir
therapist, Jesse Carlock guoted from Satir's
article, “When | Meet a Person”, where she said,
“As | reach for your hand and you give it to me, |
feel a connection.”(Banmen, 2008, P.182) She
further explained this connection as a genuine
and intimate exchange. "l am in touch with your
skin feelings and my skin feelings and, for that
moment, there is no one else in the world except
you and me”. In this, she depicted how two lives
were connected. She called this “connecting in
personhood”. She further explained it as, “giving
mine to you", “"a living being connected with
another living being," an experience of giving
and receiving that happened mutually. She went
further to explain this as an experience that
made it possible for her to feel that she was
connected with another life.

Carlock alsc remarked on this unigue and
ahead-of-her-time way that Satir facilitated
growth and touched another’'s self. Furthermaore,
Satir was very determined in her belief that
everyone has an unblemished core or life force.
Such belief was quite apparent in her counseling
where “she sought not to change thoughts,
feelings, and behavior but more importantly, she
reached for changes in the client’s fundamental
relationship with self"(Banmen, 2008, P.182). As
she meditated, she often called upon the
‘beautiful self’ of people who are capable of love
and learning. Living being and life manifestation
are’ important ideas in Satir's therapeutic
process.
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Catholic priest, Pierre Teilnard De Chardin once
said, “We are not human beings having a
spiritual experience. We are spiritual beings
having a human experience."(Chardin, 1960) He
wisely pointed out the spiritual aspect of our
being. When two people interact in an intimate
way, they are in fact interacting spiritually. There
are many occasions when Satir talked about
spirituality in her books and various articles.
Apparently, she was not talking about religion,
but spirituality in relation to counseling when
people make connection with each other. Her
discussion sparked interest in finding more
about spirituality and how it affects counseling.

Theologian Sandra Schneiders has explained
spirituality as “the experience of consciously
striving to integrate one's life in terms not of
isolation and self-transcendence toward the
ultimate value one perceives... Of consciously
striving to integrate one's life through
self-transcending knowledge, freedom and love
in light of the highest value perceived and
pursued.”{Schneiders, 1989, P.676-607) It is
also like a natural process one would go through
in life as one person comes to his conscious
choice of understanding and accepting oneself.
Therefore, this understanding draws us to the
idea of self-realization and acceptance. In
Schneiders' definition, spirituality carries the
notion that we are naturally spiritual and has the
tendency of going deeper into our spirituality as
we know more about ourselves. Joann Wolski
Conn also speaks of spirituality as “the capacity
for self-transcendence,”(Conn, 1986) which
resonates with the concept of self-realization,
self-growth and acceptance.

Satir innovatively developed stances to unveil
and help her clients understand their internal
messages. Our bodies have wisdom to express,
communicate and protect. Therefore, we can
understand and listen to our bodies at work,
rest and while having fun. Or we can attune to
our bodies to interact and understand others.
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| first read about the idea of embodiment from Merleau-Ponty
who said, "it is through my body that | understand other
people."(Merleau Ponte, 1986) The idea is said in a simple
way but with proformed meaning. Satir developed body
stances that depict and explain the true pictures of our
beings in their interaction with other people when they are
under stress. She developed a map of the inner contour of
what is happening on the inside with an iceberg metaphor.
The two bodies resonated. She took the idea seriously and
she used her body to make connections with her clients and
bring impact in a positive way. She was actually creating an
environment for one’'s innate energy to come through which
she called “the third level of congruence”(Satir,
1991,P.68-69); the coming about and connection with one's
authentic self, Satir recognized this spiritual dimension in her
later years. Satir called this “life energy” that is embedded in
one’s yearning to help fulfill and bring satisfaction in life,
When one's yearning is touched and connected, his life
energy will come out thriving. In Schore’s term, when two
limbic systems are connected, they resonate. (Schore, 2003,
P.153)

The following is an example on the liberation of life energy.
This case is an illustration of how connection in a higher
level of congruence enables another person to unleash his
life energy. In Satir's own words, "When | can be in touch
with another person’s spiritual energy, and he or she with
mine, there is a change in the state of consciousness, life
talks with life".(Satir, 2008, P.81)

An elaborate
funeral:

A Case Study on how a scapegoat fights
back and manifests life energy

The Satir Model stresses that change is always possible. It
requires an open and trusting attitude to match such beliefs
about change.
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In this special case study, the client
who was treated as a scapegoat in her
family. She used a lot of energy to plan
an elaborate funeral for herself. Her
effort was a desperate attempt to fight
the existing system. Through this act,
she sounded a voice from her sub-
consciousness that she wanted to live.

The client’s religious convictions and
practice generated energy for her to
move forward. Hope was her leverage
of transformation. The optimistic view
on human potentials in the Satir Model
allows trust and safety to flourish for a
client to proceed in a self-initiated,
self-directed, and seli-healing process.
This case illustrates how life energy is
activated by a trusting relationship,
allowing one’s energy to come through.

According to Carl Sayles (Sayles,
2008), therapy is to help people
discover, be aware, understand and
transform one’s survival stances into a
congruent way of speaking his truth in
a moment in time. The Satir Model
focuses on establishing resources for
the client rather than fighting for
*should or could have been” in therapy
{Satir, 1991, P.100). It Is crucial for the
client to have a voice as “growth and
change happen in an open and
functional system, where people are
heard, wvalued, validated, and
acknowledged.”(Satir, 1991, P.104).
Risking her sense of security in the
family and the danger of being
stigmatized, the client finds a new
congruence that is writing as the third
level of congruence that supports her
in doing what her heart desires.

Dr. Chan and | were involved in the 1st
stage of therapy and continue to
support her beyond therapy. Our
interaction has empowered and helped
her gain energy to face up to
challenges and changes in life.

We discover when Status Quo
harnessed her system, Ho did
everything she could to maintain the
balance. She paid a high cost to
manage its stability. There were times
she was kept in a closed system and
she learned to conform in order to
survive but she learned to utilize her
resources more fully as she established
maore safety,

Below we report on how Ho
innovatively used resources available to
her to fight back and re-establish
herself in a seemingly desperate
situation underscoring the phenomenon
and the potential of self-healing,
self-directing, and self-initiation
potential in human beings. It highlights
the complexities of the self-recovery
process that is holographic. When our
client moves beyond her closed system
and enters into a living organic system,
she is more ready to communicate
within and out of the system. She is
more able to organize and process
information because we exposed her to
what she was never taught, saw, or
experienced before(Satir et al., 1991).

The implications of this report are
many. Some are addressed to clinical
practices both in psychiatry and
counseling. In treating family
dysfunctional problems, we want to see
beyond the symptoms and instill hope
and new insights underlying core
beliefs of the Satir Model related to
self-worth, nurturance, awareness,
acceptance and possibilities.,

Background Information

In this case study, a 35 year-old female, named Ho (client's
name is pseudonym), checked in for counseling. She
exhibited signs of distress and symptoms of PTSD. She
suffered from a panic attack after she saw some brutal
scenes of a movie in her mission study program. She also
exhibited overly anxious reactions towards sharp knives
and scissors.

With further exploration, we found that she was treated as
a scapegoat of her family of origin. Being the fourth
daughter of a family, she was not a welcomed child. Much
of the affection and attention was given to her younger
brother, the only son of the family.

The family had a history of sexually dysfunctional
behaviors both in the father and the younger brother. The
father had exhibitionism exhibited himself, been reported
by the neighbors to the police, and charged with a
misdemeanor. It was considered a disgrace to the family.
Ho suspected that she was molested by her father in her
adolescent years. As much of the molestation happened
while she was sleeping, Ho was never sure of what
happened, but sensed that something was wrong becausse
her clothes was unbuttoned in the morning. She also
discovered that her brother had a transvestic fetishism. In
one particular incident, she recalled stopping her brother
from going out in her clothes. She said, “It was just in
time." Another incident she recalled was when the police
asked her to testify and to identify her own clothes in the
police station where her brother was detained. An arresting
image from that incident was iron bars in the cell of the
detention center.
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Ho's mother prohibited her from talking and revealing details about
her brother's problem. In the later part of the therapy, when Ho
started talking about what happened at home and her sexual abuse,
her mother stopped her from coming to therapy. It was also a
common understanding and a covert, unspoken rule that the girls in
their family were expected to conceal the problems of the father
and the son.

Ho felt that she was forced to comply with many rules of her mother
and the family in order to retain acceptance. She had very low
self-esteem and used to placate her mother, and later her superior,
in order to get what she needed.

Ho was also not allowed to receive further education and had a general impression that
she was not worth it. This impression extended to other areas in her life where she felt
she was not good enough.

We have maintained connection with the client even after the termination of therapy.

As she progresses on her life journey, many things happened to her, and the family
dynamic also changed. When her brother had a baby, her mother had to move away from
Ho to live with them. Ho felt abandoned at that time. She struggled to regain her sense
of security. At the same time, Ho's older sister, who used to support her, had three
babies consecutively and was not able to render help and care as readily as before. Ho
experienced a lot of crises but she gradually learned to use her resources and slowly
differentiated from her mother and her family.

Ho went through 4 stages of change. Ho began by trying to maintain the balance in her
family system by playing the scapegoat. Later, she was institutionalized for 3-4 years
where she was helpless and desperate and retrieved to her placating stance for survival.
But her story took a dramatic twist when her diagnosis was changed from schizophrenia
to dissociation. The identity crises caused her to struggle to regain her balance. In the
last stage, she became self-initiated and self-directed as she felt more energy in herseif.

Therapy Stage One

In the initial meetings, Ho exhibited severe symptoms of PTSD. She often retreated into
a frozen stage at some point of the therapy with manifestation of regression like baby
talk, curling up of her body in the fetal position or even hiding behind the office desk.
Her body and muscles became so tense that she felt totally exhausted after the session
and had to rest for an hour before she could walk again.

The primary goal of the therapy was to enable her to finish the mission study in which
she had enrolled.

oe‘ﬁ’:

Ho managed to graduate from the mission school and
completed two years of training in evangelistic programs
with a supporting belief that she was worth it,

Therapy Stage Two

Ho experienced a lot of changes during this stage. She lost
her job. She was forced to resign because her salary was
considered too high for the market price. Later, she was
trapped by a conflict her family had with the church. As a
result, she left her mother church with her family.

At the same time, her third sister who used to render help
and support to her was experiencing stress and changes in
her life because she was pregnant and had three babies
consecutively.

Ho maintained connection with us. She also brought in
different family members to receive counseling. During this
stage Ho did a large amount of drawings revealing internal
conflicts and struggles with sexual issues.

The family members who came in for counseling included
her eldest sister and her family. The brother-son had
fetishism and lack of motivation in his study. Another
member who came in for counseling was her younger
brother. He committed theft and was fired from his job. He
was also at risk of being expelled by a professional
organization. Ho was struggling to maintain the balance of
her family by rendering help to different members of her
family.

Therapy Stage Three

Ho was forced to comply with a decision by her family
members to receive treatment from a gowvernment-run
hospital. For over three years, Ho was treated with the
diagnosis of schizophrenia. She received medication and
was hospitalized for a large part of the time and later moved
to live in a half-way house. She was under psychiatric
treatment and under the guidance of social workers on a
vocational rehabilitation program.

Ho managed to keep contact with us through telephone and
letters.

Therapy Stage Four

Ho's therapy went through a dramatic
twist as her diagnosis was changed
from schizophrenia to dissociation. An
enthusiastic  psychiatrist in  the
government hospital went into a
lengthy treatment with Ho. But it came
as a great surprise to Ho when there
was a new diagnosis of her symptoms.
The change of diagnosis put Ho in a
stage of chaos and identity crises. As a
result, Ho went through some intensive
research to understand the implications
of dissaciation.

Ho also did something quite
extraordinary at this stage. She
prepared a detailed funeral plan for
herself. It received wvery negative
feedback and created strong resistance
from her family. Ho lost support from
her family.

Metaphorically, Ho's old identity died in
the funeral, but she gained a rebirth
through a process of inventory as she
planned for the funeral. She also
moved to a new church and
established her new membership there
being independent from other members
of her family.

Ho's experience illustrates the
influence of a hierarchical and closed
system which reinforced dependence.
Members in a closed system have
limited choices. Ho had learned to
placate in relation to her survival needs
in the family. She fell back to placating
when she checked intc a psychiatric
ward where hierarchy was dominating
the system. Life energy was frozen and
locked up in the limitations. In terms of
survival, members in a closed system
would readily sacrifice themselves for
their systems, but an open system
encourages growth and risk taking.




As self-worth is enhanced and when new
perspectives are tolerated, one is able to
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This case also points to some far-reaching
implications for mental health professionals.
Traditional mental health practitioners in different
disciplines tend to follow rigld regimes of their own
lity of involving the
client. Communication among the service
providers and between those giving and
receiving service are good subjects that warrant
further exploration. In Ho's case, she finally

succeeded in making her voice to be heard in

decisions about herself. In so going Ho
illustrated Satir's confidence that we should
assume that there is life energy wanting to help
heal a person, even in the face of great
wounding and complexity.
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