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The transition period in many European countries has caused huge changes in the social and political systems, the socio-economic conditions, the moral and ethical rules, as well as in the system of values and orientations. This has had various effects on society, most notably on the family as the fundamental cell of society. The expected developmental crises that any family has to experience are now more complex because of the existence of new crises, resulting from this transition. An unexpected change in lifestyle and quality of living causes lower living standards that endangers the vital functions of the family.


Social upheavals in Central and Eastern Europe in the early nineties gave rise to the creation of a unique organization: SYSTEMS IN TRANSITION (SiT). It is an international association of mental health professionals and social scientists from Eastern and Western Europe focusing attention on the process and problems of psychosocial transitions in former Communist countries and in the European Union. The members of the SiT association started their activities at the IFTA Conference in Krakow, Poland after the Berlin Wall and Communist regimes in many European countries had fallen. A Berliner family therapist Susan Scharwiess was so impressed by the work of a Bulgarian group comparing societies (especially totalitarian) to families (especially pathogenic), that it was agreed hold a conference called “Changing Psychiatry in a Changing World” in Budapest the next year. The name of a joint workshop there was “Family Therapy of Societies in Transition”. It turned out to be an extremely exciting Congress, held just one day after the Putsch in Moscow. Moreover, the Congress won the Masserman Prize for Distinguished Contribution to World Accords. This encouraged some colleagues to continue the project and found the Network.

Why is Systems in  Transition organization so important?

Systems in Transition is important because it is an east-west group with a specific approach to multi-cultural processes. It searches for common values integrating individual and cultural diversity and presents a force for social contextualization of mental health, developing sensitivity for systemic interactions and interdependencies of individuals, families, and societies. It is an organization that strengthens its members while contributing to social understanding. During its development it has been formed as a prototype of an international civil society which can combat the brutalizing aspects of globalization. One of the most important things about Systems in Transition is that it is an ongoing project to develop central questions, self-understanding and scientific methods from experience to meet future challenges.


There have been until now 7 meetings (see Figure 1). They have been held in various cities, organized by colleagues there. At the beginning the major questions were whether it would be possible to hold meetings, find financing, find a site for meetings, etc.


The first meeting was held near Berlin – at the time for many West Germans – part of a strange territory belonging to the former GDR. The most important issue for discussion was the war in Croatia. It was easy to find a Croatian and Bosnian colleague to attend, but quite difficult to arrange a Serbian participant.


The next year in Sofia, the hotel selected for the meeting was re-assigned as a military hotel, just days before the group arrived, creating a strange context. The colleagues then arranged public evenings in the Hall of People at which a former prime-minister spoke.


The third year the group met at the bend of Danube north of Budapest as a pre-conference workshop to the IFTA Conference there, with essentially two different agendas.


The forth year it was hoped to have a big conference in Berlin, but due to a lack of finances, the site was changed at the last minute to Bratislava. The transition of this organization coincided with a complicated personal transition of the Slovak colleague who invited us, but the meeting happened anyway.


Since then the organization has become more settled and developed in internal structure. While planning is still always exciting, and the last two meetings were held with any notable outside finance, the question is not so much whether the group should meet, but how. The focus of the meetings is becoming much more pronounced as can be seen from the themes which have been discussed. These themes develop from one year to the next –from power to women to violence– reflecting the evolution at interests as well as of the group itself. We have always understood our own development and interaction to be as important for what we have been trying to accomplish as the written materials we have developed and shared with each other. This is one reason we have written reports about the meetings themselves which have included input from up to 50 % of participants. (Figure 2 is a tabulation of the major themes of those reports.) 


The first year we were ecstatic to be together at all and quite euphoric. We didn’t really mention the words Orientational Crises we had more of a sense of dizziness or fog - but we were certainly closer to that issue than to any matters of identity. The questions of fate or responsibility were close to the surface, and the Eastern colleagues spoke of differentiation and regression in their own development, as well as the heavy work-load coming from the social upheaval. We sensed that questions which had not been discussed under the Communists were influencing present processes, but we got nowhere near questions of power, particularly since we were determined to be equal!


In retrospect we know that euphoria is the first part of what Vamik Volkan calls the “Accordion Effect” between groups that have been strangers. In Germany, an euphoric beginning of unification was also experienced which turned out to be like pseudo-mutuality of new step-families. A backlash was waiting to happen and it hit us in Sophia. The only person who dared to write about that meeting was Attilla Grünceisz, first in Hungarian, who spoke of “aggressive disappointment” linked to hidden high expectations and asymmetrical interdependence. Obviously, “the East –West-Question” had arrived on the scene, if only incognito. The meeting ended with an éclat and a communication break with the original organizers from Berlin and Bulgaria.


It was fitting that our next meeting was planned with 2 competing agendas. One was the process orientation described up to now (represented by both the organizers from Berlin and Bulgaria); the other was the local group under the leadership of a new Easterner who had prepared detailed statistical reports on the work of the psycho-social institutions in Esztergom. These questions of purpose and process were partially discussed and largely implied, until another moment of drama which was carried out largely in Hungarian. The “Process group” did discuss and dramatize questions of East-West, but discovered a deep inability to deal with the ongoing crises in Yugoslavia. The agenda–conflict prompted one Easterner’s memories of “old times” and doubts as to how much anything had really changed. In the old system, the only progressive position seemed to be criticism and adamant opposition. Is it possible to take responsibility for what’s going on without becoming an implicit part of repressive structures ?


These questions of power, responsibility and opposition are obviously significant to the entire transitional process in societies. This also led us to discuss the theme of power and leadership at that meeting. Once we actually started discussing power –in the changed context– our problems disappeared. We could come together to share our experiences of having been repressed, whether by the Party, by our mothers, or by others. We could all enjoy reverting into chaos in a workshop in which we were supposed to create our own social organization. This is when the network started to develop its own internal organisation. We had just one major problem: no one felt ready to invite us to hold the next meeting in their city. We had no future.


Fortunately our Slovak colleague from Bratislava invited us to meet in the nearly small town of Budmerice. The International Board, which we had created to find a future, met with the local group and we decided on the topic of “Women and Men.” The Slovak colleagues were determined from the beginning to make sure men actually attended the meeting, which was successful. What we didn’t realize until a year later is that we had chosen the theme of bi-polarity which reflected our own situation since we had both, an International Board and a local Committee. Bi-polarity is also one of the simplest forms of complexity.


And sure enough – we ended with various forms of bi-polarity, 2 different styles, and...conflict.


Had we come ful– circle back to the dynamics of our second meeting?


Here’s the exciting thing: it turned out differently. We had more structure, more history together, and more security. We were able to articulate the problem to some degree. The participants came forward with energy, solutions, and created the structure of our 3 – year project on Facing Violence.

At the second thing that happened was that the protagonists were able to re-connect and agree on a joint report of the whole process.


The last Systems in Transition meeting in Düsseldorf finished some weeks ago. The final report is not yet ready. But it can be said that it was one of the most exciting meetings we have ever had. As usual, the greatest resource we had were the people, 39 of them from 17 countries. One undeniable strength of this year’s meeting was the decision to focus on “OVERCOMING VIOLENCE: PERSONS, FAMILIES, SOCIETIES” for three years. This year’s meeting was the beginning of that focus, and we did manage to find a joint hypothesis and develop research questions.


For those who would like to learn more or join the Systems in Transition group, please see the blue leaflet, or contact the authors of this poster. We invite you to join us in the creation of the microcosm called SYSTEMS IN TRANSITION.
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Systems in Transition International Working Meetings

–Explicit and Implicit Themes–
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