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ABSTRACT

The structural constellation, applicable to education, was used to test the hypothesis that postgraduate students do not have
difficulties to be evaluated. To test this hypothesis, the WHOQOL-BREF questionnaire (World Health Organization Quality of
Life Instrument abbreviated) was applied to 36 students of the Postgraduate Program in Agronomy of the Universidade Federal de
Uberlândia, on the first and last days of the school semester of 2017. Half of these students spontaneously accepted to participate
in the constellation and responded to two systemic questionnaires, one at the beginning and the other at the end of the semester.
During the first month of classes, the 18 students were submitted to the nine squares of the structural constellation technique. At
the beginning of the semester, the two groups presented the same quality of life profile. After the constellation, the desire of the
18 students to increase their comfort during the assessments was achieved. In addition, the constellation improved the quality of
life of the treated group, regarding the psychological and the environment domains. Another important aspect was the positive
correlation between the desire of greater comfort during the assessments and the social domain, before the constellation, and with
the psychological domain after the constellation. Knowing that the two groups were initially equal and that the quality of life was
improved for the group that participated in the constellation, we hope that this type of therapy can help students to look at the
evaluation process with more self-confidence and tranquility, which may improve their academic performance.

Key Words: Constellation therapy, Holistic health, Holistic therapy, Quality of life, Systemic education

1. INTRODUCTION

In 80’s, when Postgraduate Programs were in sharp rise and
expansion, a publication came out in a local newspaper ti-
tled “A síndrome do Tesano” (the syndrome of the thesis
writer). The article was read and drew good laughs from
members of the academic community, since it was a satire of
the behaviour of the postgraduate students. The symptoms
and the sequence were similar among the students, without
any of them describing them to their colleagues. From the

symptoms, it was possible to know if the postgraduate stu-
dents were only attending disciplines, if they were doing the
bibliographical research to assemble their project, if they
were collecting data, which is subject to many eventualities;
if they were writing the introduction, material and methods,
results or if they were in the most difficult and confusing
part, which is the discussion of the results obtained. There
was still the emotional discomfort (distress) in the prepara-
tion of the qualification class and finally the defence of the
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dissertation or thesis, not mentioning those who were being
funded by research organs and who needed to deliver their
semi-annual reports for the maintenance of the scholarship.

Like all good satire, the manifestations of the ones who were
initiating their research were described in an exaggerated
way. To make sure their data were safe, the postgraduate
students took their notes into the bathroom, afraid that they
would disappear or that someone would steal them. Major
accidents occurred as the burning of a famous building in
São Paulo, Brazil, which converted all the data of a thesis to
ashes, as well as others that were not disclosed in the media.

Until today, each stage of the life of postgraduate students
have very large similarities, even though they don’t talk to
each other about their emotional discomfort (situations that
involve anxiety and sometimes anguish, generating suffering,
distress and also other psychological pathologies). All this
is triggered by pressures from the academic-scientific envi-
ronment, which requires unrealistic quantity and quality in
relatively low deadlines.

Although four decades have passed since the first official
evaluation of the Brazilian Postgraduation conducted by the
Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Su-
perior (CAPES) in 1978,[1] which established the minimum
requirements to be achieved to ensure the training of Mas-
ters and Doctors with quality, the situation has not changed
much. Although today the risk of losing one’s work is practi-
cally zero thanks to the help of computers, the postgraduate
students face new problems such as the risk of plagiarism
if confidential files of ongoing research are accessed with-
out authorization. However, the larger issue is, as Indjaian
states,[1] the productivist logic that has established itself with
the competition among Postgraduation Programs, since it
leads to stresses within the scientific community.

Official data of the Ministry of Science and Technology
showed that the number of Masters and Doctors in Brazil
went from 26,000 in 2001 to about 53,000 in 2010.[2] This
growth, pushed by the research funding agencies, has led to
stressors that were studied by the author, from a sample of
2,157 postgraduate students enrolled in more than 100 Post-
graduate Programs of 66 Brazilian Institutions. The author
used the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) as an evaluation tool.
The mean total stress of the sample was 29.1, in a scale of 56
possible points, being higher in females. According to the
author, this value obtained for Brazilian students exceeded
the recorded stress value for Indian, American and Nepali
university students.

Eight main stressors, including the internal pressure for good
performance (self-recovery), the demand of studies on other

aspects of life, the external pressure on the completion of
the course, the possibility of not achieving the performance
expected by the examining board, financial issues due to
studying part or full time, the time to complete the disser-
tation or thesis, the meeting of deadlines and the possible
disappointment regarding the professional insertion in the
labour market were identified by Faro.[2] The financial ques-
tion draws attention, because as Valadares et al. mention,[3]

the common-sense present in society is that postgraduate
studies are not considered work.

A high level of stress negatively affecting academic perfor-
mance was also detected in students of the Brazilian Postgrad-
uate Programs in Accounting Sciences, based on the PSS in-
strument.[4] It is possible to see that stress has increased over
the years in several courses. Around 41% of the students of
the Master’s degree in Health Sciences presented stress, with
women being most vulnerable to it, according to the Stress
Symptoms Inventory for Adults of Lipp.[5] Approximately
59% of 140 postgraduate students from the Universidade
Federal do Rio de Janeiro who agreed to participate in the
survey presented stress according to the same Inventory.[6]

Approximately 76% of the 49 Master’s degree students of
Veterinary Sciences evaluated by the same instrument pre-
sented stress, with a predominance of the phase of resistance
and psychological symptoms.[7] In the lato sensu postgrad-
uation in Nursing, the Inventory pointed out that 77% of
the students presented stress, most of them in the resistance
phase, with a predominance of physical symptoms.[8]

The stress process has three phases, including the alert, the
resistance and the exhaust.[9] The alert phase consists of
biochemical reactions of the organism, which recognizes the
stressor and prepares to fight or escape; the resistance occurs
when the stressor remains for prolonged periods, requiring
the physiological adaptation from the organism, with an over-
load of the endocrine and immune system. The damage
caused by the stress does not disappear, so the body has no
chance to recover and remains in a state of alert. Finally, the
exhaustion phase is when stress exceeds the possibility of the
organism to live with it and the body can no longer respond
to demands. Reactions are harmful and can lead to serious
illnesses. This three-phase model was modified by Lipp[10]

by adding the almost exhausting phase, characterized by a
weakening of the organism by failing to adapt or resist the
stressor.

Of the 73 students regularly enrolled in a Postgraduate Nurs-
ing Program in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 60% of the Masters
and Doctoral candidates participated in the study of Ferreira
et al.[11] who used a sociodemographic survey and the Brief
Stress & Coping Inventory-Brief SCI published in 1999 by
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the International Stress Management Association. The re-
sults obtained by the authors showed that 70% of the students
considered themselves stressed, with 34% at high risk of get-
ting sick by stress and 30% with a moderate level of illness,
highlighting the demand to meet deadlines as one of the im-
portant stressors. The Burnout syndrome, assessed by the
Maslach Burnout Inventory TM-Student Survey (MBI-SS),
was detected in Nursing Postgraduate students.[12] Galdino
et al.[12] identified that 69.8% of the students had high scores
in emotional exhaustion, 27% had high depersonalization,
24.8% had low academic efficacy and 11.6% had an indica-
tive for Burnout syndrome.

The stress indices in postgraduate students were worrying
both in Brazil and abroad.[6] In addition to deadlines, the
requirement for publications constitutes one of the main
sources of stress in the academic environment.[13]

Even though the bibliographical research presented here is
small because this work is not a review of the subject, and
despite the differences in assessment instruments, areas of
knowledge and Institutions, it can be seen that in 2007 the
number of students stressed was around 40% and in 2013 it
exceeded 70%. The tendency for the number of postgrad-
uate students with stress to increase can be verified, and
this is a consequence of the demands of the Research and
Postgraduate Institutions due to the increase in the number
of laboratories and Postgraduate Programs; however, with-
out a direct and proportional increase in the maintenance
and costing funds. In addition, the labor market began to
require highly skilled and professionals with greater resis-
tance to internal and external pressures.[14] This makes the
postgraduate student a professional in training with demands
that are equivalent or higher than those of professionals who
are already incorporated in the labor market and, therefore,
something needs to be done.

With the students of the Postgraduate Program in Agronomy
from the Universidade Federal de Uberlândia (UFU), Brazil,
the story repeats itself and it is to this audience that this work
has been devoted. The Postgraduate Program in Agronomy
was approved by Resolution No. 07, of December 21, 1999,
by the University Council of the UFU.[15] The Master’s Pro-
gram began its activities in March 2000 and the Doctorate
Program in March 2007. In the four-year evaluation dis-
closed in 2017, the above mentioned Program (Master and
Doctoral) was recognized by CAPES with score 5, on a scale
ranging from 1 to 7.[16]

Since the year 2000, during the implementation of the Pro-
gram, students have shown difficulties, both as evaluatees
and as evaluators, either in the presentation of seminars in
disciplines, in the elaboration of reports or during the de-

fence of their work (personal observation). This behaviour
is typical of the postgraduate students, regardless of the Pro-
gram. The stress triggered during these activities, in which
the postgraduate students are exposed to a particular audi-
ence, often compromises their performance. Therefore, the
null hypothesis that arises and has been tested, is that the
postgraduate students have no difficulty to be evaluated and
the alternative hypothesis is that these students have difficulty
to be evaluated, remembering that the assessments are at the
heart of every Academic and scientific process. The reason
for this difficulty cannot always be detected with assertive-
ness, but in any case, the students can be assisted to solve
their problem or problems, since the University relies on
specific sectors within the Psychological, Medical and Social
Assistance sectors to meet demands related to psychological,
physical health or social problems.

To test these hypotheses, the technique used in this study
was based on systemic thinking, whose support theory goes
back to the therapeutic work of Virginia Satir, a psychothera-
pist and one of the founders of family therapy, called family
sculpture; to the psychodrama of Jacob Moreno, graduated
in medicine and psychiatry, and its psychotherapeutic ap-
plications; to the relationship therapy of Ivan Boszormenyi-
Nagy, whose greatest contribution was the scientific research
and the description of the systemic entanglements, caused
by invisible loyalties;[17] to the family constellation of Bert
Hellinger, which is based on problem solving causing the
person to become observant of their system,[18–21] in this
case, the academic and research system; and the structural
constellation, idealized by Matthias Varga von Kibéd and
Insa Sparrer.[22]

The work of Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy allowed him to con-
clude that relationships are determined by an existential dy-
namic of connections he called invisible loyalties. His work
brought the notions of loyalty, the balance between giving
and receiving, merit and law, aspects of the relationship that
are not restricted to a person but are multipersonal and trans-
generational. All of these notions allowed the development
of contextual therapy. In his vision, the essential element
of the encounter between people is the ethics of the rela-
tionship that can be seen in the form of justice, fairness and
mutual responsibility, thus allowing the trust between them
to emerge. Information on these theories can be accessed at
Franke-Bryson.[17] Interesting is the observation made by the
author about this therapy, which is more ethical than psycho-
logical, about transgenerational invisible loyalties. Injustices
that are not resolved at the moment happen are distributed by
a “intrinsic transgenerational tribunal” for future generations,
taking into consideration a type of counting of merits and
demerits, and this therapy brings the balance between the
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two things. In addition, the author comments, the people
entangled in the system are incapable of intervening logically
to separate themselves from it, because the origin is not in
their biography, but in general, in previous generations. En-
tanglement can be identified based on symptoms that cannot
be treated biographically and resist therapeutic interventions
so that, in some way, the current generation can remember,
even if unconsciously, the difficulties of past generations.
According to Franke-Bryson[17] both, Boszormenyi-Nagy
and Moreno, call attention to the ethical dimension of the
responsibility each person has to the human species as a
whole.

Despite the focus of this work being associated with the aca-
demic system, the family system is the basis of each person
and cannot be disconnected, because it is from this system
that all people obtain their resources to be inserted in society.
It is from this system also that the person brings the memory,
maintained genetic and epigenetically, to face or escape the
limiting factors of their physical and emotional survival (see
principles of epigenetic in Lipton[23]).

When it comes to entanglement, Franke-Bryson[17] refers to
the existence of a predictable regularity of certain repetitive
events in families, generation after generation, expressed
as physical or behavioural patterns that have an impact on
family components, without the person being aware, unless
the first disorders, mental or somatic, appear. According to
Boszormenyi-Nagy’s words, this inheritance is like a tacit
ethical contract with the justice of transgenerational solidar-
ity. According to Franke-Bryson,[17] this fact, before the
work of Boszormenyi-Nagy, had not been taken into consid-
eration in psychology.

The terms family sculpture, family reconstruction and family
constellation are often used as synonyms, because they refer
to a method in which people from other systems, called rep-
resentatives, are configured spatially to represent elements
of the system under study or in a therapeutic process.[17]

The formed configuration represents the inner image that
the person has of his/her own system and provides elements
to the observers, whether they are therapists, the family or
the person involved, about the analyzed system. The infor-
mation obtained in the structural constellation, observing
this spatial configuration, shows the type of relationship that
exists between the members and the functional structure of
the system, with its resources and entanglements. During
the systemic exercises, one can understand that they have
internal and external resources that are at their disposal for
problem solving. This gives power and autonomy to the peo-
ple who come to look at their system as a source of resources
and not of problems, because their ancestors were able to

figure out how to solve events and left the solution for their
descendants, as is known in epigenetic inheritance.[23–25]

The basic assumption of systemic therapies is that all people
belong to a system, whether family, business, academic or
other. It is important to highlight that in the systemic view,
the living and the dead belong to the family system.[20] Sim-
ilarly, this is also valid for organizations,[26] which include
the people who work and those who withdrew from them,
by reason of layoffs or deaths, but who contributed to their
growth and survival. If everyone belongs, everyone occupies
a certain place, from the founders of the system (organiza-
tions) and the ancestors (families) to the younger members,
that is, every system has a hierarchy, either order of arrival, as
in the family systems,[19, 20, 27, 28] or objectives, in the case of
organizational systems.[26] In organizations, the person who
strives for the survival of the system or creates its structure
occupies the first place in the hierarchy; the one who takes
care of the internal development of the system occupies the
second place and so on.[26] In addition, everyone must have
balanced relationships, so that no member receives what they
do not need or gives more than they have. There is a need
for the individuals to balance their relationship, that is, they
need to give back something equivalent to what they received
in order to establish a positive exchange or total exchange
with the others.[20, 27–29] This only does not occur in the rela-
tionship between parents and children where, according to
Hellinger’s view, there is no way to return or compensate the
life that came through the parents, because this is the natural
flow over the generations.[21] In this relationship, children
can achieve equilibrium in another way, passing what they
received from their parents to their own children or doing
things of equivalent importance to other people.[19, 20] If there
is a breach of any of these assumptions, the belonging, the
hierarchy and/or the balance for some reason, there will al-
ways be some form of attempted compensation and this ends
up destabilizing the system and affecting all of its compo-
nents.[19, 20] Where there is such a breach, this technique,
the constellation, has helped re-establish the balance in the
system.

An important fact for Brazil is that the family constellation
appears on the list included in the National Policy of Integra-
tive and Complementary Practices, recently approved by a
specific legislation (Portaria No. 702, of March 21, 2018) of
the Health Ministry.[30] This regulation strengthens the use
of the technique in different systems, whether educational,
private, state, prison, health, judicial, therapeutic, among
others.

Based on this theory, the general hypothesis that was tested
with this study was that the difficulty the postgraduate stu-
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dents have of being evaluated can be traced back to some
unresolved difficulty within their system of origin. Probably
the demand made by teachers and counsellors triggers the
memory of previous stressors, experienced by the students
themselves in previous phases of their life or by ancestors
in their family system, generating the same physiological
responses and that need to be recognized so that they can be
better managed. The adopted constellation model allows the
persons to get a solution image for the inner image that they
have of their problem.

The expected result with this work is that the main objective
of the demands and assessments be achieved with minimal
stress. The demands and assessments are necessary and aim
to develop the ability to meet deadlines and improve the stu-
dents’ critical capacity to evaluate their own work and that
of colleagues, because this is part of the quality control of
teaching, research and technology. This is an activity present
in the life of a researcher or teacher of higher education and
which is based on the ability to make and receive criticism
in the sense that their project or their work can be improved
to meet the principles of the scientific method, the demands
of the company financing the activity and the social and
technological requirements.

2. METHODS

2.1 Study scenario

In one of the general disciplines of the Postgraduate Program
in Agronomy, a therapeutic intervention and support to stu-
dents was proposed to improve not only their quality of life,
but also their perceived quality of life using the WHOQOL-
bref questionnaire[31, 32] (World Health Organization Quality
of Life Instrument abbreviated) and the method of structural
constellations, with special focus on solutions.[17, 22] This
study is an account of the assessments obtained. Therefore,
this is an analytical descriptive study with a quantitative
approach.

The proposal was approved internally by the Postgraduate
Program in Agronomy, UFU, Brazil, being presented to stu-
dents who could voluntarily choose to participate in the
project, by submitting to the constellation and answering
the questionnaires, or just answering the WHOQOL-bref
questionnaire. As mentioned, participation and choice were
spontaneous and everyone was free to leave the study at any
time. Students interested in participating were accepted, with
no inclusion and exclusion criteria. All signed an Informed
Consent Form and released data usage so the results could
be disclosed without their personal identification. In this
sense, no data referring to each of the constellations will be
presented here, to avoid the risk of identifying the students.

2.2 Sampling and evaluation tools
A convenient, purposive and voluntary nonprobability sam-
ple of 36 students of the Postgraduate Program in Agron-
omy from the Universidade Federal de Uberlândia, Minas
Gerais, Brazil responded to the quality of life question-
naire (WHOQOL-bref)[32–34] at the beginning (see Mendes-
Rodrigues et al.[35]) and at the end of the first semester of
2017. Half of them, those who spontaneously accepted to
be submitted to the constellation, also responded to two sys-
temic questionnaires, one at the beginning and one at the end
of the semester. The constellations occurred during the first
month of the class semester.

As the interest in this work was to evaluate the increase
or decrease in the quality of life of the students during the
semester, for each of them the deviation of each variable
of the WHOQOL-bref domains considered was calculated
(subtraction of the value of each domain at the end of the
semester from the value of the same domain at the beginning
of the semester).

The profile of the students was analyzed by Mendes-
Rodrigues et al.[35] The authors stratified the data into two
groups, those who participated and those who did not partici-
pate in the constellation. The same criterion was adopted for
the present study.

From a systemic point of view, during the interview that
directed the constellation, general information about the fam-
ily constitution and aspects related to the assessments was
collected only from the 18 students who were submitted to
the constellation. The common question to these 18 students,
asked before and after the constellation, was as follows – “On
a scale from zero to 10, where zero is the most uncomfortable
situation to be evaluated and 10 the most comfortable, how
do you feel today?” This is a scale question, typical of the
techniques of the structural constellation.[22] This question
will be referred to in the remainder of the work as the comfort
scale, which was evaluated pre and post constellation. A sec-
ond question was asked during the initial interview to know
the student’s desire for progress regarding this issue. “If the
constellation works for you, what value, on the same scale,
would you like to achieve, in the sense of being comfortable
with the evaluation process?” This question will be referred
to in the remainder of the work as the expected comfort scale
by the students after the constellation.

2.3 Place of application of questionnaires and perfor-
mance of systemic exercises

The application of the questionnaires and the realization
of the systemic exercises took place within the Universi-
dade Federal de Uberlândia, in one of the classrooms of the
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Umuarama Campus.

2.4 Technique used during constellations
The technique adopted for the structural constellations was
the so-called nine squares, adapted from the 12 squares de-
scribed by Sparrer.[22] This technique is suitable for analyz-
ing different life contexts that are entangled or overlapping.
By having in its core the principles of mathematical logic, the
technique helps the persons to organize the different aspects
of their life. They must treat these aspects in their appropri-
ate time and place. As each student brings with them family
issues that mix with academic issues, this generates more
tension than if each aspect is resolved within its specific
environment. This technique allows the students to become
observant of their relationships, facilitating the discovery of
solutions.

Spatially, a representative of the person to be treated is in
the center of the nine squares. On the right, the persons
have issues related to their external world, on the left, issues
related to their internal world, in front, issues related to their
future and behind, those related to their past. When there
are inversions in these positions, it is the responsibility of
the therapist to intervene in such a way that the person can
reposition the issues, reconstellating them into their proper
time and place. This minimizes stress and provides resources
for the person to get out of their entanglement or overlapping
contexts and find the right solution for every aspect of their
life.

Given the technique of the constellations with representa-
tions, the work counted on the presence of systemic thera-
pists, initially made available in semicircle. They represented,
by choice of each student submitted to the constellation, their
Focus (the part of themselves who wanted to look at their
issue), their issue, their objective, their resources and context
elements of the issue.

2.5 Statistical analysis of the data
The statistical analysis of the collected data was performed
using the SPSS 20 software, with a significance of 0.05. The
Chi-square test of independence, Exact Fisher test, Shapiro-
Wilk test for normality, Student t test, paired Wilcoxon test
(for the comfort scales to be evaluated) and Spearman correla-
tion for each specific comparison were used. Multiple linear
regression was also used by the least squares method, with
selection of variables by the backward method (probability of
entry and exit of the model at 0.05). The predictive variables
chosen were the marital status (with or without a partner),
presence of children, remuneration, scholarship, postgradu-
ate level, project choice phase, discipline study phase, data

analysis phase, bibliographical research phase, age and mean
level of satisfaction with postgraduation. These variables
were used to predict the deviations in the quality of life do-
mains and were selected because they presented significant
results in some domains of quality of life of the same students
at the beginning of the semester (see Mendes-Rodrigues et
al.[35]) or because they had generated profiling differences
in the two groups. In this type of analysis, the constant
represents the mean value without interference from the pre-
dictive variables and the Bi is the i-th estimation of the linear
regression model parameter that represents the negative or
positive effect of the predictive variables in the variable of
interest, in this case, the deviation from the domains of the
WHOQOL-bref.

3. RESULTS
For the postgraduate students evaluated, there was a pre-
dominance of women (52.78%), Brazilian citizens (97.22%),
without partner (52.78%), young people (mean = 29 years;
median = 27 years), without children (80.56%), who lives
with someone (83.33%; average = 2.09 people per residence)
and which are, on average, in the third semester and attend-
ing disciplines (94.44%) (see Table 1). Most have some type
of self-sufficiency (work or scholarship), whereas only 27.8
do not.

The profile of the postgraduates who were constellated and
those who were not showed some differences. Those who
were without partner, childless, attending Master’s, without
paid work, but with scholarship chose to participate in the
constellation. Those who were with partner, childless, attend-
ing PhD’s and with paid work preferred not to participate in
the constellation. For the other variables, the profile was the
same for the two groups.

In relation to the satisfaction in the choice of the University,
the Program, the research line, the project and the advisor,
regardless of the group, the averages were equal to or greater
than 7.97, with no difference between the two groups. There-
fore, the change in the quality of life of the students after the
constellation is not related to these variables.

A positive mean deviation, significantly different from zero
for the variable environment domain (mean = 4.88), indicated
an improvement in the quality of life of the students regard-
ing this item, after the constellation (see Table 2). Comparing
the two groups, the students who were submitted to the con-
stellation also presented higher mean deviations in relation to
the psychological domain compared to the group that was not
constellated (4.69 versus -3.75, p = .023). For the other do-
mains of the questionnaire there was no difference between
the two groups.
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Table 1. Profile of 36 students of the Postgraduate Program in Agronomy – UFU, 2017; 18 constellated and 18
non-constellated

 

 

Factor Stratum 
Non-constellated 
group % (n) 

Constellated 
group % (n) 

General % (n) Statistic (p-value)# 

Gender 
Male 61.11 (11) 33.33 (6) 47.22 (17) 

χ2 = 1.72 (.182) 
Female 38.89 (7) 66.67 (12) 52.78 (19) 

Nationality 
Other 0 (0) 5.56 (1) 2.78 (1) 

(1.000) 
Brazilian 100.00 (18) 94.44 (17) 97.22 (35) 

Marital status 
Without partner 33.33 (6) 72.22 (13) 52.78 (19) 

χ2 = 4.01 (.045) 
With partner 66.67 (12) 27.78 (5) 47.22 (17) 

Children 
Without children 61.11 (11) 100.00 (18) 80.56 (29) 

(.004) 
With children 38.89 (7) 0 (0) 19.44 (7) 

Lives with someone 
Alone 16.67 (3) 16.67 (3) 16.67 (6) 

(1.000) 
With someone 83.33 (15) 83.33 (15) 83.33 (30) 

Level (degree) 
Master 33.33 (6) 83.33 (15) 58.33 (21) 

χ2 = 7.31 (.007) 
PhD 66.67 (12) 16.67 (3) 41.67 (15) 

Self-sufficiency (work 
or scholarship) 

Yes 72.22 (13) 72.22 (13) 72.22 (26) χ2 = 0 (1.000) 

Paid work Yes 55.56 (10) 16.67 (3) 36.11 (13) χ2 = 4.33 (.037) 

Scholarship Yes 16.67 (3) 55.56 (10) 36.11 (13) χ2 = 4.33 (.037) 

Absence of leave Yes 16.67 (3) 0 (0) 8.33 (3) (.114) 

Phase - choosing 
research project 

Yes 44.44 (8) 22.22 (4) 38.89 (12) χ2 = 2.92 (.087) 

Phase – attending 
disciplines 

Yes 94.44 (17) 94.44 (17) 94.44 (34) (1.000) 

Phase - mounting 
experiments 

Yes 38.89 (7) 61.11 (11) 50.00 (18) χ2 = 1.00 (.317) 

Phase - analysing 
experiments 

Yes 38.89 (7) 66.67 (12) 52.78 (19) χ2 = 1.78 (.182) 

Phase - doing 
statistical analysis 

Yes 22.22 (4) 33.33 (6) 27.78 (10) χ2 = 0.14 (.710) 

Phase - seeking 
theoretical framework 

Yes 33.33 (6) 33.33 (6) 33.33 (12) χ2 = 0.00 (1.000) 

Phase - preparing for 
qualifying exam 

Yes 11.11 (2) 0 (0) 5.56 (2) χ2 = 0.53 (.467) 

Phase - writing 
dissertation or thesis 

Yes 11.11 (2) 27.78 (5) 19.44 (7) χ2 = 0.71 (.400) 

Mean ± standard error (median) 

Factor Non-constellated group Constellated group General p-value * 

Age (years) 31.61 ± 1.89 (31) 26.39 ± 0.96 (26) 29.00 ± 1.14 (27) .094 

Number of people in 
household  

2.29 ± 0.51 (2) 1.89 ± 0.27 (2) 2.09 ± 0.28 (2) .815 

UFU choice 8.33 ± 0.33 (8.5) 7.83 ± 0.47 (8.5) 8.08 ± 0.29 (8.5) .739 

Agronomy choice 8.56 ± 0.42 (9) 7.61 ± 0.44 (7.5) 8.08 ± 0.31 (9) .710 

Search line choice 8.33 ± 0.42 (9) 8.06 ± 0.73 (9) 8.19 ± 0.42 (9) 1.000 

Project choice 8.17 ± 0.43 (9) 7.78 ± 0.65 (8) 7.97 ± 0.39 (8.5) .739 

Advisor choice 8.29 ± 0.54 (9) 8.29 ± 0.55 (8) 8.29 ± 0.38 (8.5) 1.000 

Post graduation choice 8.35 ± 0.28 (8.5) 7.93 ± 0.42 (8.2) 8.14 ± 0.25 (8.2) .504 

Semester of the course 3.06 ± 0.41 (2) 3.17 ± 0.31 (3) 3.11 ± 0.25 (2) .504 

Note. #. Comparison between the group profiles based on the Qui-square test of independence (χ2) and in the Exact Fisher test for the other variables (values without statistic). 
*. Comparison between the group profiles, based on the median independent test. 
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The comfort scale to be evaluated, pre-constellation, showed
lower values (mean = 5.31, median = 6, standard deviation =
1.40; minimum value = 2 and maximum = 7), when compared
to the scale values expected by students after the constella-
tion (mean = 8.25, median = 8.5, standard deviation = 0.93;
minimum value = 6 and maximum = 9) (Z = -3.57, p < .001).
This means that all were expecting improvement after thera-
peutic intervention. This, in fact, happened, since after the
constellation the average and the median of the comfort scale
increased in relation to the values reported by the students at
the beginning of the semester, before the constellation (mean
= 6.94, median = 7, standard deviation = 1.86; minimum
value = 2 and maximum = 9) (Z = -2.72, p = .038), although
they were smaller than those expected by them (Z = -2.15, p

= .031).

The comfort scale was correlated with the domains of the
WHOQOL-Bref (see Table 3). There was a positive corre-
lation between the pre-constellation comfort scale and the
comfort scale expected by the students (rs = .536; p < .05),
namely, the greater the comfort the students felt when be-
ing evaluated, the more comfort they desired and hoped to
reach after the constellation. There was a negative corre-
lation between the pre-constellation comfort scale and the

health satisfaction in post-constellation (rs = -.509, p < .05).
The comfort scale expected by the students was positively
correlated with the social domain in the pre-constellation (rs

= .521; p < .05). The comfort scale after the constellation
was positively correlated with the psychological domain in
the pre (rs = .549; p < .05) and in the post constellation (rs

= .494; p < .05) and with the environment domain in the
pre-constellation (rs = .522; p < .05).

The increase in the perception of quality of life, satisfaction
with health, the physical domain and the social relations
domain were not influenced by the constellation and the vari-
ables selected as predictors in the proposed multiple regres-
sion model. The participation in the constellation increased
the deviations of the psychological domain (constant = -3.75,
participation in the constellation Bi = 8.843, p = .023), and
no other variable influenced these deviations. The constant
of the model (Bi) was equal to 0.733 for the environment
domain. This domain also had a positive influence from par-
ticipation in the constellation (Bi = 6.709, p = .017), negative
to having a scholarship (Bi = -7.972, p = .010) and positive
to being in the phase of statistical analysis (Bi = 6.588, p =
.028).

Table 2. Mean difference in the scores of the WHOQOL-bref domains (end of the semester – beginning of the semester) of
36 students of the Postgraduate Program in Agronomy - UFU, 2017, 18 constellated and 18 non-constellated

 

 

 Mean ± standard error  

Domain Non-constellated group p# Constellated group p# p* 

Perception of the QOL -0.11 ± 0.14 .430 0.28 ± 0.14 .051 .052 

Satisfaction with health 0.06 ± 0.22 .805 0.38 ± 0.26 .163 .389 

Physical domain -4.89 ± 4.01 .239 1.12 ± 2.82 .640 .209 

Psychological domain -3.75 ± 2.59 .167 4.69 ± 2.87 .071 .023 

Social relations domain -0.46 ± 4.44 .918 0.52 ± 4.96 .758 .770 

Environment domain 0.87 ± 1.90 .654 4.88 ± 2.06 .016 .120 

Note. #. Probability for the Student t test for one sample (each group was tested independently), assuming that the expected mean of the differences in the scores of the 
WHOQOL-bref domains was different from zero. *. Probability for the Student t test for comparison between the means of the two groups. 

 

Table 3. Spearman correlations for the evaluation scale and for the WHOQOL-bref domains, applied to 18 students of the
Postgraduate Program in Agronomy - UFU, 2017, submitted to structural constellation

 

 

ESPC PostCS PQOL SH PhyD PsyD SRD ED 

PreCS 0.536* 0.021 
Pre 0.000 -0.251 -0.070 0.126 0.178 0.150 

Post -0.144 -0.509* 0.070 -0.091 0.151 -0.243 

ESPC 1.000 0.175 
Pre 0.076 0.106 0.007 0.300 0.521* -0.035 

Post 0.146 -0.420 0.244 0.021 0.255 -0.213 

PostCS 0.175 1.000 
Pre 0.437 0.457 0.451 0.549* 0.425 0.522* 

Post 0.288 0.424 0.373 0.494* 0.470 0.433 

Note. PreCS: Pre-constellation scale, ESPC: Expected scale for the post-constellation, PostCS: Post-constellation scale; PQOL: Perception of Quality of Life, SH: 
Satisfaction with health, PhyD: Physical Domain, PsyD: Psychological Domain, SRD: Social Relations Domain, ED: Environment Domain; * p < .01 based on the Student 
t test  
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4. DISCUSSION
Despite the difference in sample size, in the survey carried
out by Faro,[2] there was also a predominance of women,
with a median age of 28 years, attending the third semester
of postgraduate school. For the students who are attending
the Master’s degree, this represents the penultimate semester
of the course, but for the Doctorate, that is less than half
of the course. The predominance of women in the samples
of postgraduates analyzed was also recorded by other au-
thors[5, 7, 11, 12] and this, according to Faro,[2] is associated
with the increase in the number of women who finished their
postgraduation in Brazil since 2004. “Women remain as a
majority in the Brazilian postgraduation” was a headline at
CAPES in March 2018 (http://www.capes.gov.br/sal
a-de-imprensa/noticias/8787-mulheres-permane
cem-como-maioria-na-pos-graduacao-brasileira).
According to the article published by CAPES, 165,564
women had postgraduate titles or were enrolled in Masters
and doctorate courses in 2016, while men totalled 138,462,
with a difference of approximately 19%.

From a systemic point of view, especially regarding the or-
ders that guide life in groups, the balance between giving
and receiving may have been the trigger for the behaviour
described in the profile of the students of the Postgraduate
Program in Agronomy from UFU. People who earn from life
(scholarship students) became available to receive (they ac-
cepted the constellation). This is the principle that Hellinger
et al. call a total exchange.[27] According to the author, this
donation and full reception is the core of relationships, be-
cause both sides become donors and receivers. The author
also affirms that giving and receiving on a large scale brings
a feeling of abundance and happiness. In the specific case
of postgraduation, which brings in its trajectory the history
that to become a researcher it is necessary to suffer,[36] the
exercise of this total exchange could alleviate the suffering of
the students. The postgraduation system would only need to
change its outlook on students, giving them conditions to en-
joy some type of therapy, either individual or in group. Gen-
eral systemic exercises can relax the relationship between
members of the academic community (students, technicians
and teachers), and specific constellations can solve more
complex cases, which would be a good alternative.

The improvement in the quality of life of the students after
the constellation in relation to the psychological and envi-
ronment domains reinforces the positive impact of a constel-
lation in the life of a postgraduate student. The demands
will continue to exist, but the way the students face them,
as a test of their competences enhanced with the theoretical
and practical classes and guidance pari passu of a competent
professional (advisor), will be positive, because the students

will see that all are committed to the same goal. This is
the total exchange, sensu Hellinger et al.,[27] to guarantee
the status of the Postgraduate Program with the Research
and Postgraduate Agencies. The Program offers physical in-
frastructure, technical information, materials and equipment
for the development of the researcher and research and, on
the other hand, the student who receives this gives the work
produced in exchange, and the acquired competence will be
passed ahead, to the new generations.

Another aspect that should be addressed in the environment
domain and that interferes with the quality of life of a person
is the environment at home. In the case of the postgraduate
students who need to be focused on their work to meet dead-
lines with quality, any family disturbance, whether financial
(even if they have a scholarship), health or relationship inter-
feres in their performance. In this situation of difficulty or
high stress, it becomes easier for the person to have one of
the four basic behaviours that are fight, flee, faint or freeze.
In this way, the student does not remain in the present so
as not to suffer, and can enter into a type of trance, living
the stressor as something present, even if the stress is not
happening at that time. This causes the students to cease
being productive. The fact that they need to stop focusing
on their research to solve family problems becomes a threat
to their survival as researchers. Facing threats to survival is
a memory that is passed from generation to generation and
produces patterns of cognitive, emotional and physiological
behaviour, triggered during a difficulty. Thus, the trance can
also be systemic, because the person accesses information
from the past, becoming less available for the present mo-
ment.[37] The constellation helps the person reconnect with
the present moment, getting out of the family entanglements
and traumas of the past.

In relation to the comfort scale to be evaluated, most students
did not achieve the desired level of comfort, but they did
move towards the established goal. This is the objective of
the constellation, that is, to put the client (here, the student)
in the flow of life. If the person remains in what psychodrama
calls a “cultural reserve”, that is, if they remain faithful to
the extremely structured knowledge they bring with them,[38]

they will not give space to spontaneity and creativity which
are essential to everything new, especially in the field of
research.

The negative correlation between the pre-constellation com-
fort scale and the health satisfaction in post-constellation
indicates that the greater the comfort felt when being evalu-
ated, the more demand the students made themselves so as to
stay within the level achieved throughout the semester, to the
point that they became unhappy with their health. To main-
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tain a certain external quality standard, the students cease to
take care of their personal needs to the point of negatively
affecting their quality of life. This is a type of heteronomy
where the rule to be followed is linked to another and not to
one’s personal consciousness. This is the infant and limited
aspect of life itself, without the broader view of the adult
that measures the consequences of their actions in the short,
medium and long term.

The positive correlation between the comfort scale expected
by the students and the social domain in the pre-constellation
means that the more comfort they hoped to achieve with the
constellation, the more well-connected socially they were at
that time. This may indicate the willingness of the students to
have exchange relations, as described by Hellinger et al.[27]

The positive correlation between the comfort scale after the
constellation and the psychological domain in the pre and in
the post constellation and with the environment domain in
the pre-constellation show that the more psychological and
socially adjusted to the environment the students were, the
greater is their comfort level when being evaluated. It can
also be assumed that the students who chose to participate in
the constellation were willing to consider assessments as a
natural process within the academic and scientific environ-
ment, with the help of therapy.

The results obtained with the multiple regression model
shows that the constellation had a positive influence on the
psychological and environment domains and that the most
pleasurable phase for students was the time to analyze the
data obtained.

As expected, after the conclusion of the work, the students’
testimony presented in classroom at the end of the semester
was that they began to look at the evaluation process with
more self-confidence, which can improve their academic
performance, both in the disciplines and in the execution of
activities related to the research project and in the defence
of their dissertations or theses. The improvement of aca-
demic performance is reflected in the fulfilment of deadlines.
This represents an important factor for the Postgraduate Pro-
grams to maintain their concept received in the assessments
performed by CAPES, the Organization responsible for Post-
graduation in Brazil.

The fulfilment of deadlines in the postgraduate period ends
up being one of the greatest stressors among the students, as
reported by Faro,[2] in more than 100 Brazilian Postgraduate
Programs. The most worrying is that almost 50% of the stu-
dents in the survey reported high to very high stress, resulting
in losses of performance. As the author well emphasizes, this
stressor creates the idea that study is intimately connected to

suffering, which sustains the false belief that knowledge can
only be achieved in the course of a martyrdom. It seems that
the formation of researchers and psychological suffering are
directly related, which shows that the growth of Brazilian sci-
ence happens due to an enormous emotional exhaustion.[36]

In the approach of the constellations, this is linked to what
is called belonging and this is related to three levels of con-
sciousness – personal, collective and spiritual.[20, 21, 27] Per-
sonal consciousness tunes the person with the expectations
and demands of the group to which they belong or want to
belong. To belong it is necessary to be in the same pattern
in relation to the other components of the group, because
the collective consciousness is blind. It needs everyone to
perform in a certain way, even if this is in detriment to some
members of the group. This consciousness is collective and
is based on the family or group as a whole. That is why it
is at the service of the collective survival of the group, even
if for that some members have to be sacrificed.[20, 27] The
collective consciousness does not look at the individual, but
at the group as a whole and sees each member only as their
function in the group.

It seems then that the personal consciousness informs that
to be a researcher it is necessary to suffer. To be part of
the group and a researcher, one must work to exhaustion.
Whoever, at the end of the day or project is invigorated and
happy, may not be taken seriously. Therefore, they will do
everything to belong, even if that means dying in the social
and psychological sense. First, they die in the family sys-
tem and then in the underlying systems, as in the University,
failing to express themselves and be successful in activities
or else becoming physically ill. At this point the systemic
therapist can ask their client (student or researcher) – What
do you need to suffer for? What would it be like to be a
master or doctoral student, performing all the work with a
carefree attitude?

From a collective standpoint, the therapist can also ask ques-
tions related to the university system – Who suffered and
was not recognized? Who needs to be seen and was not hon-
oured? The suggestion that is made to mitigate this collective
consciousness can be, for example, to build a gallery with
photos of the Founders, Rectors, Coordinators, so that the
next generations of researchers can know all the previous
members who sustained the system and, who knows, so they
can honour these previous members, living the university en-
vironment differently and with lightness. When the solution
is found in a constellation, giving a place to those who were
excluded (previous vilified generations), attributing to them
the merits and demerits of their acts, those who come after,
i.e., the descendants or successors, leave to the predeces-
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sors the guilt and the consequences of their acts, consciously
withdrawing from the pathological dynamics in which the
descendants were entangled.[29] Thus, balance is achieved.

It is interesting to note that the principles included in the
constellation (belonging, hierarchy and equilibrium) are the
same as those presented by different authors adhering to the
organic vision of the Universe.[39–43] The ecological balance
is the shared harmony and represents the key to ecological
ethics.[40] According to this view, the interest that each indi-
vidual has for himself/herself reverberates at all levels, from
cellular to macroscopic. At the same time, each individual
needs the help of the group for his/her survival. In the bal-
anced system, each party is responsible for itself, without
taking more than necessary, and with this, each part con-
tributes to the welfare of the whole.[40] This is how Gaia
(Earth) works as a healthy organism, in dynamic equilibrium,
and differentiates itself from other lifeless planets, as we
know it.[39, 40] If any imbalance happens, it self-organizes.

In the organic view of the Universe, regarded as the world of
implicit or folded order,[44] or as a Participatory Universe,[45]

the backdrop of all matter is the zero-point field (see the his-
tory of these discoveries in McTaggart[46]). This zero-point
field is approached from antiquity and now is known by
various denominations such as Akashic Field,[47] Informed
Field[48] or Higgs field.[49, 50] The implication of this vision
in the healing process was presented by several authors in
the book edited by Ranal & Amorim[51] and by Amorim[52]

and the implications in the constellations were presented by
Ranal.[53] When Hellinger et al.[27] affirms that conscious-
ness is a group, the overlapping of concepts is noticed and
we have their validation at all levels, from the cellular to
the planetarium and, who knows, universal. In the vision
of the microbiologist Margulis,[42] there is no species more
favoured than the other, because each organism takes care
of its own life, growing until reproduction, under specific
conditions and under certain selective pressures. The result
of this is Gaia, the Earth as a mega-organism, and in this con-

text, no individual and no species is more important than the
other, because the most important is the life that manifests
itself on the Planet, and biodiversity is an essential condition
to Gaia’s continuity.

The second important point that stands out in the present
study is that the best quality of life of postgraduate students
may reflect in an increase in the quality of the work produced,
generating more publications in high-impact journals. This
is the essential aspect required by the research funding agen-
cies, because with the increase of high quality publications,
Brazil can occupy a prominent position in the world rank of
research and technology.

To make easier the understanding of the constellations
dynamics we recommend Sparrer,[22] Echegaray[26] and
Hellinger.[54, 55] The authors present complete descriptions
of several constellations, including schemes that show the
movement of the representants.

5. CONCLUSION
Despite the small sample analyzed, this study is pioneering
and points out that structural constellations exerts a positive
effect on the postgraduate students, especially regarding the
psychological factor and the environment.
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