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Dear colleagues, friends of STEP, dear interested listeners …! 

My name is Bernhard Lehr. I am teaching as a lecturer at the FH Campus Wien in Austria, and I 
am social worker since 1983 with working experience in SW with delinquent persons, homeless 
people, alcohol and drug abusers and SW and psychiatric care and counseling jobless persons. 
I am working as a supervisor for social workers, teachers, clinical professions, and some others . 

Now I want to tell you about teaching systemic social work in a BA study course at the FH 
Campus Wien, Vienna. I want to start in the following way: 

You know the situation, when the sun rises: 

 

What a wonderful moment. The sun comes up, the sun gets out of the morning redness …. Gets 
higher. 

I wonder how many of you are thinking in such a moment: 

 



Oh, we (the earth) are turning to our star again . Our star is turning into our view field. Or: We 
turn towards the sun. 

In the first case the viewpoint / point of view is where we are standing and we interpret the 
situation from this point – we have an anthropocentric interpretation of the relation sun and 
earth, of that what s going on between earth and sun  “she/it comes up” 

In the second case our point of view is not on the earth, but we imagine seeing the turning from 
the outer space, maybe from the moon, from the mars or from starship enterprise. 
But scientists a hundred years ago were able to imagine this game between earth and sun by 
bringing it in their mind. 

OK. Next step: 

Austria has about 8 
million inhabitants 

Vienna has about 1, 6 
million inhabitants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FH Campus Wien has 
2500 students and some 
hundred lecturers in a 
fulltime and part-time 
job. 

The University of 
Applied Sciences, FH 
Campus Wien, is an 
educational institution 
which offers a rich 
variety of 19 Bachelor-, 
15 Master degree 
programmes and 
6 Master degree 
programmes for 
advanced professional 
training in the fields of 
Applied Life Sciences, 

Engineering, Construction Engineering, Health, Social Work and Public Sector. 



The department of social work includes one BA course (full and part-time) and two master 
studies, about 500 students for social work all in all. 

There are about 350 Bachelor students for social work. 

In the third year of the Bachelor study there are 120 students, 

In the 6th semester students can choose from several selective subjects “special topics of social 
work”, One of them “systemic social work”. 

So this year I met with 16 students interested on this topic for 18 hours divided into 5 units  

For Christ sake! What do they expect? What experiences do they have with “systemic”? 

 

I asked them and they 
gave me some 
associations in form of 
short words (keywords 
and buzzwords) 

 So that I could refer to 
some of their thoughts 
And make them 
interested in my topics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 But how do I know that 
they know, 

that they think what I 
think? 

Think of white and grey 
dogs now!  We will 
count at least as many 
dogs as we are. 

We are damned to 
compare the envisioned 
things all the time. 



What is it I want to transfer to the young students by all means? 

 

 

To get a notion of those 
principles we make 
some experiences in 
role plays 

 

When the students 
make this experience 
they note that doing and 
watching and watching 
and doing is very 
simultaneus; and they 
get an experience of 
positive and negative 
feedback loops, and an 
idea of the beginning of 
remarking systems: 

“I looked at her, she 
smiled at me, I smiled at her, …” 

 

There is another exercise (Walter Milowiz has developed it), called “pantomime”, I want to show 
you here and  now: 

© W. Milowiz 



 

The main result of this exercise was the realization that there is a meaning for all behaviour but 
very often it is not evident for others. 

And how “reality” begins  

And systems begin to exist and exist for long time often without evident reasons. 

In social work practice it is important to know and to accept that each person has one`s own 
reasons to do and behave in this or that way independent of one`s own awareness of those 
reasons. 

At the end we can get into a dysfunctional positive feedback loop. 

“You are doing wrong! You are stupid!”   - against  -   “No, you are stupid! I do right, you are 
wrong”. 

But when we accept hidden meanings. 

We are able to say and ask:      
 “Oh how interesting! Would you tell me more please?   -  “I am very pleased” 

In the following lessons we analyze case studies with the focus on feedback loops  

By painting those loops/ circles on flipcharts 



It is not enough to draw a line from one point to another, we need to draw half circles or curved 
arrows from one to another and to try to imagine what messages are circulating from one to the 
other and back and on and on. 

An Example will show this: 

An Austrian-Chinese 
couple and a Social Worker 
as a counselor in an 
information centre for 
migrants: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First Interpretation: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Second try: 

 

By asking the social worker 
found out, that he was 
wooried about her leaving 
him and she did not at all 
want to go but just wanted to 
talk about her grief and did 
not find a way. 

 

 

 

This form of visualization is 
the one I want them to know 
and to remember all the time. 

 

Afterwards we do some role plays in order to get awareness for dysfunctional feedback loops. 

And some other forms of visualizations of relations: 

 by papers 

 by coins 

 by chairs 



At the end the students get the task to write about their insights on systemic thinking in social 
work. 

And I hope that they will think of circulating balls when looking at a sunrise – being aware of the 
ball (or starship) sitting on or in. 

(For children it is a great experience getting aware that when walking in the night seeing the 
bright moon – that this moon is not dancing around on the night heaven, but it is depending on 
the movements the child itself does) Jean Piaget wrote about this.  

That they recognize communication as a happening of circularity - oneself being involved all the 
time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


