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Abstract

In order to gain a deeper understanding of authority, people must analyze
human behavior in groups. To study these behaviors, a group relations
movement was spawned approximately 60 years ago and has influenced people’s
thinking about leadership and authority in groups and organizations ever since.

This study analyzed primary and secondary historical sources, including
data from extended videotaped interviews the researcher conducted with
thirteen group relations experts throughout the United States and Great Britain,
as a way to reconstruct the history of a significant part of the group relations
movement. These videotaped interviews are available for viewing. Specifically,
the study first details the foundational theories of the group relations movement,
and then explores the emergence of methods developed in post-World War II
England by the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations. It follows the exportation
of the Tavistock method to the United States and the evolution of the A. K. Rice
Institute (AKRI) that was developed to work within the Tavistock tradition in
America. Since the AKRI has maintained limited primary sources and generated
few historical records, interview data were especially important in reconstructing
its history. In addition, an indigenous American group relations model, the
National Training Laboratories Institute for Applied Behavioral Science (NTL)
model, was examined as part of an effort to indicate how factors in the United
States context led to significant modifications in the Tavistock approach when it

was transported to America.
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vii

The Second Coming
By William Butler Yeats
Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the worid,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand...
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Chapter I: Introduction
Background to the Study
“Human living has always been in groups” (Foulkes & Anthony, 1957, p.
23). In our complex society, people find themselves associated with other
individuals in both formal and informal situations, through conscious and
unconscious decisions, based on personal and professional relationships, for
work and for pleasure. As the assembled individuals start to identify as a group,
a behavioral transformation begins to occur. (Bion, 1961; Freud, 1959; Le Bon,
1896; McDougall, 1920). Gabriel (1999) wrote:
Our experiences as members of groups can be overpowering. Feelings of
being valued, of belonging, of contributing, can be off-set by anxieties
about being intimidated, excluded or swamped. There are moments when
we observe ourselves behaving irrationally as members of crowds or
audiences, yet we are swept by the emotion, unable to check it. In
smaller groups too, like committees or teams, we may experience
powerful feelings of loyalty, anxiety or anger. (p. 112)
Given that the power of groups is evident throughout society and that so much
of our lives are spent associated with one group or another, it is not surprising
that scholars developed group relations theories and methods in order to study

the enigmatic nature of group life.
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Many of the developments of group relations theories and methods
occurred during World War II and in the post-war period at the Tavistock
Institute of Human Relations (Tavistock Institute) in London, England. Much has
been written about this history. Yet, a need exists for a fresh historical analysis
examining the development of the Tavistock methods and the subsequent
Tavistock-inspired group relations movement in Great Britain and the United
States.

Problem Statement

Although there is an ample amount of sources detailing the formative
years of the group relations movement, particularly the development of the
Tavistock model in England and the National Training Laboratories Institute for
Applied Behavioral Science (NTL) model in America, a need remains to
synthesize this history and analyze each model’s development in light of the
political, social, economic, and cultural influences of their respective time and
location. In addition, an interesting literature gap exists in the history of the
transference of the Tavistock method to the United States and the subsequent
development of the A. K. Rice Institute (AKRI) in America.

Purpose of the Study

This study provides perspectives on the history of the development of the
Tavistock and Tavistock-inspired group relations movement in Great Britain and
the United States by filling an identified literature gap in the history of the
Tavistock model in America and the development of the AKRI.
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Research Questions

In order to explore perspectives on the history of the development of the
Tavistock and Tavistock-inspired group relations movement, this study asked the
following questions: (1) What were the historical origins of the Tavistock model
of group relations? (2) What circumstances led to the Tavistock model’s
transportation to the United States? (3) What factors influenced the evolution of
the group relations movement in the United States?
Method's

This study employed a mixed methodology design in order to explore the
research questions identified above. One element of this study consisted of
archival analysis and the other element consisted of qualitative interviewing.

Archival analysis. In order to support its findings, the present study
gathered data through primary historical sources, such as personal
correspondences, original conference brochures, corporate reports, newspaper
clippings, corporate annual statements, minutes of meetings, bylaws, and a
symposium video, and secondary sources, such as scholarly books, journal
articles, unpublished papers, theses, and dissertations. These materials were
supplemented with another method geared toward developing primary source
material--qualitative interviewing.

Qualitative interviewing. For this study, thirteen group relations experts
were interviewed in various locations in the United States and Great Britain. In

order to locate the most information-rich sources, informants were selected
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based on two purposeful sampling techniques, criterion and snowball sampling
(Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990). Criterion sampling was used to target specific
group relations experts who secondary sources indicated would be able to
provide key pieces of historical data. These informants were selected to provide
data that could not be gleaned from other sources. Snowball sampling was used
to ensure that key people, as identified by other informants, were included in the
study.

Triangulation. In order to insure that findings that got reported were valid,
two forms of triangulation were employed: data triangulation, the combination of
different kinds of data, and methodological triangulation, the combination of
different methods. Triangulation enhances the validity of research findings by
helping to eliminate bias and increase the potency of the findings. Mathison
(1988) noted: “"Good research practice obligates the researcher to triangulate”
(p. 13).

The informants. A brief biography of each informant is provided below so
that the reader will be better able to situate an informant’s comments as they
are cited in this dissertation.

o Dr. A. Wesley Carr is Dean of Westminster Abbey in London, England.

Since 1975, he has been involved in the group relations movement in
both the United States and the United Kingdom using the Tavistock and

AKRI traditions.
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o Dr. Laurence Gould, a professor of psychology in the Clinical Psychology
Doctoral Program at the City University of New York, is a psychoanalyst
and an organizational consuitant. Working closely with Margaret Rioch,
Gould was one of the early founders of the A. K. Rice Institute and has
been involved in the group relations movement in America and the
England since 1966.

o Dr. Evangalina Holvino is a senior researcher at the Center for Gender in
Organizations at Simmons Graduate School of Management in Boston.
She has been involved in the group relations movement since 1972
using both the Tavistock and NTL traditions, and has developed her own
model called the 7hird Way.

¢ Dr. Edward Klein is a professor of psychology at the University of
Cincinnati in Ohio. He has been invoived with the Tavistock, NTL, and
AKRI traditions in the group relations movement since 1965 in both the
United States and the United Kingdom.

e Mr. W. Gordon Lawrence is an organizational consultant and Director of
IMAGO East-West in London. Co-director of the Tavistock Institute’s
Group Relations Programme for eleven years, Lawrence has experience
with the Tavistock and AKRI methods in both the United States and the
United Kingdom and has been involved in the group relations movement

since 1965.
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o Dr. Isabel Menzies Lyth is a retired psychoanalyst and one of the original
group at the Tavistock Institute after World War II. She has been
involved in the group relations’ movement since 1946 including
completing analysis with Wilfred Bion. She was active in the
development of the Tavistock model and attended one of the first NTL
human laboratories in the United States in 1949.

o Dr. Eric J. Miller (recently deceased) was the Director emeritus of the
Tavistock Institute in London and the Group Relations Training
Programme. He had extensive experience in the group relations
movement around the world including assisting in the development of
both the Tavistock and the AKRI traditions. Miller died in London on April
5%, 2002.

¢ Dr. Theresa Monroe is a professor of leadership studies at the University
of San Diego in California. She has been invoived in the group relations
movement in the United States since 1986, and has experience with the
AKRI tradition. She has developed her own San Diego mode/ of group
relations.

e Dr. Anton Obholzer is a psychiatrist, organizational consuitant, Chief
Executive of the Tavistock & Portman NHS Trust, and Associate Director
of the Tavistock Institute’s Group Relations Training Programme in
London. He has been involved in the group relations movement

predominantly in the United Kingdom using the Tavistock tradition.
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o Ms. Diane Porter is the current President and Director of the National
Training Laboratory. While she is not an NTL “trainer,” per se, she has
been involved in the organization administratively since 1994.

e Dr. Edward Shapiro is a psychoanalyst and the Medical Director and CEO
of the Austen Riggs Center in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. He has been
involved in the group relations movement since 1975 in the United
States using the AKRI tradition.

« Dr. Mannie Sher is a psychiatrist and successor to Miller as the Director
of the Tavistock Institute and the Group Relations Training Programme
in London. Sher has been involved in the group relations movement
since 1971 predominantly using the Tavistock tradition.

o Dr. Kathleen Pogue White is a psychologist-psychoanalyst and facuity
member in the William Alanson White Psychoanalytic Institute’s Program
in Organization Development and Consultation in New York. She has
been involved in the group relations movement since 1973 in both
America and England using the Tavistock and AKRI traditions.

Informants group relations experience. Of the thirteen informants, eleven

(85%) had experience! with the A. K. Rice Institute (AKRI) in the United States,
nine (69%) informants had experience with the Tavistock model in the United
Kingdom, and four (31%) of the informants had experience with the NTL model

in America. Nine (70%) of the informants had experience with two different

! “Experience” is defined as having attended an event sponsored by the respective parent
organization either as a participant or as a staff member.
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traditions, and one had experience with all three. Aithough only 31% of the
informants in this study had direct experience with the NTL model, there is a
plethora of archival data available that detailed the NTL’s history.

Interview procedures. A topical interview of approximately two hours in
length was conducted with each informant, at a location of their choosing, using
a general interview guide approach (Patton, 1990, p. 288). The interview guide
(Appendix A) provided an outline (or checklist) of topics to be covered with the
informant. The guide, however, did not stipulate an order in which topics were to
be discussed. Rather the interviews were allowed to unfold more or less
naturally, as a good conversation does.

In most cases, the interview began with a grand tour question: “"How was
it that you first became involved in the group relations movement?” Building on
the themes of the informant’s response, it then proceeded to investigate their
answers using mini-tour questions (Spradley, 1979, P. 87).

An advantage of the interview guide approach was that it provided a
flexible frame within which to work. Yet this flexibility also was a weakness, since
topics were sometimes discussed in substantially different ways with different
informants, thus making the comparability of findings more problematic (Patton,
1990).

The interviews were videotaped in order to obtain the best quality audio,
and the audio-track was transcribed and coded. Prior to the interview, informants

signed a consent form stating this study would use real names when quoting
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informants, and that the video of their interview would be used for educational
purposes only.
Limitations of the Study

No research method is without its limitations and this mixed methodology
of historical and qualitative research was no exception. One limitation of the
historical study is the available record. Historians can only study the documents,
artifacts, records, or people that have survived. If a certain perspective or
opinion has not been documented or is not recalled by a living person, that view
is lost. Yet, at the same time, no assumption about the past can be made or
excluded simply because no record could be found. This leaves the historian in
the challenging role of playing historical detective, searching for evidence, and
then weighing the value of a piece of evidence against the source’s credibility.

One of the limitations of the qualitative interviews was that the subject
sample consisted only of group relations experts selected through snow ball
sampling. It is beyond the scope of this study to attempt to represent fully all
opinions about the group relations movement. In addition, many events
investigated occurred years ago. The study relied upon informant’s ability to
recall memories that may have faded with time or been influenced by more
current events or relationships. Although these experts were able to provide
valuable data to the study, one may assume that there were some perspectives
and opinions that were not represented. Therefore, there is some bias in the

presentation of history based on only these data. Yet, by carefully comparing the
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results of the interviews with the findings from the archival analysis, the bias was
controlled as effectively as possible.
Overview of the Dissertation

In this final section of chapter one, I will provide a brief overview of this
study. This dissertation begins by detailing the intellectual foundations of the
Tavistock Institute’s group relations model and the burgeoning field of group
relations in chapter two. Chapter three considers how war-time experiences and
changing cultural assumptions and social values shaped the emergence of the
Tavistock model of group relations in England after World War II. Chapters four
through seven explore the circumstances that led to the transportation of the
Tavistock model to the United States in 1965, and assessed the factors that
influenced the evolution of the group relations movement in the United States.
Chapter eight provides an analysis of this study’s findings as well as makes

recommendations for areas that warrant further research.
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Chapter II: Inteliectual Foundations of the Group Relations Movement

Introduction

This chapter discusses the intellectual foundations of the Tavistock model
of group relations that emerged in England after World War II and that, in time,
was transported to the United States. The contributions of Sigmund Freud,
Melanie Kiein, Wilfred Bion, Albert Kenneth Rice, and Eric Miller, among others,
are reviewed.

The Tavistock method is an amalgam of two intellectual traditions: (1) the
psychoanalytic tradition (in particular the aspects of that tradition which focused
on groups and group therapy), and (2) the tradition of open systems theory.
Eventually these traditions merged into a hybrid tradition called systems

psychodynamics. Each of these traditions is discussed briefly in this chapter.

The Psychoanalytic Tradition

Freud. The discussion of the psychoanalytic traditions begins, as one
might expect, with a discussion of the father of modern psychiatry and
psychology, Sigmund Freud (Gabriel, 1999). Freud is often referred to as the
“Darwin of the Mind.” (Hale, 1995). Freud’s first explorations of the mind began
in the late 1800’s in Vienna. He was influenced by Charcot’s use of hypnosis to

treat the hysterical symptoms of his patients, almost all of whom were women.
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Although Freud began his work by using hypnosis as a “means to provoke
recollection of the emotional conflicts that originally gave rise to the symptoms”
(Bernheimer & Kahane, 1985, p. 8), he eventually abandoned hypnoasis, in favor
of his free association method. The free association method took the “apparently
wandering thoughts” that patients produced “when encouraged to remember the
circumstance of their symptom’s origin” (Bernheimer & Kahane, 1985, p. 9) as
psychic clues to the existence of unconscious motivations governing behavior.
Freud argued that these wandering thoughts were evidence of the patient’s
resistance to articulate unpleasurable ideas. Freud’s application of this method of
treatment to his own patient’s led to his development of the theory and practice
of psychoanalysis (Anthony, 1972).

Freud’s major contribution was his construct of the unconscious. This
notion was developed in an effort to distinguish the physiological factors from
the psychological factors contributing to the pathology of neurosis (Bernheimer &
Kahane, 1985, p. 7). He saw resistance as an unconscious defense mechanism
that sprang into motion as a way to enable the patient to avoid the direct
articulation of painful memories. Yet, Freud took “what first appeared as an
obstacle to treatment and transform[ed] it into a means of achieving progress.
The interpretation of resistance became his essential analytic tool in the gradual
unveiling of unconscious motivation” (Bernheimer & Kahane, 1985, p. 9).

Freud postulated a dynamic view of the self. At its heart was an

understanding that the self drove toward unity, even though it was frequently
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operating within the context of “forces which seek to break the self apart”
(Gabriel, 1999, p. 15). Using a tripartite schemata, Freud described three aspects
of the self—the id or instinctual domain, the ego or reality principle, and the
super-ego or conscience.

Freud gave the name ego to the region of the mind that he believed acted
as an intermediary between the id and the external world. “The ego, then, is the
mental agency specifically responsible for the sense of unity and integrity, which
we each experience as ‘self’ " (Gabriel, 1999, p. 17). A major contribution of
Freud to our understanding of the self is his assertion that a seif is something
achieved rather than given (Gabriel, 1999, p. 15).

Freud’s psychotherapy work was conducted with individuals rather than
groups. Not surprisingly, therefore, there are disagreements about the “father of
psychiatry’s” direct contributions to, and influence on, group theory. Indeed,
there has been no more lively disagreement about the nature and scope of early
theorist’s work on the development of the field of group dynamics than the
debate about Freud’s influence. Freud’s biographer Ernest Jones (1955) claimed
that Freud’s work represented the “first example of group analysis” (p. 55) when
he discussed dreams with his fellow psychoanalysts while enroute to the United
States to give a lecture in 1909. Anthony (1972) made a similar claim, “In 1921,
Freud first outlined a group psychology that was and still is meaningful to the
group psychotherapist” (p. 4). The reference here is to Freud’s 1921 book, Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego.
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Interestingly, even Wilfred Bion, the acknowledged “father of group
relations,” observed, "Using his psycho-analytic experiences Freud attempted to
iluminate some of the obscurities revealed by Le Bon, McDougall, and others in
their studies of the human group” (Bion, 1957, p. 440). Yet Rosenbaum (1976)
adamantly disagreed with these claims, observing that Freud focused on
individual psychotherapy for more affluent patients and was specifically not a
group psychotherapist. Rosenbaum contended that although Freud may have
outlined a concept of group psychology in 1921, Freud rarely spoke of a group
larger than two except in his references to the work of Le Bon, a sociologist
whose work will be discussed later in this chapter.

It is interesting to note that in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the
Ego, Freud spent 13 of the book’s 75 pages quoting and paraphrasing the work
of Le Bon. Yet, Freud (1959) dismissed Le Bon with the following comment:

None of that author’s [Le Bon] statements bring forward anything new.

Everything that he says to the detriment and depreciation of the

manifestations of the group mind had already been said by others before

him with equal distinctness and equal hostility, and has been repeated in
unison by thinkers, statesmen and writers since the earliest periods of

literature. (p. 14)

Freud’s obvious inconsistency, and apparent frustration with emerging theories
of group psychology and group therapy techniques, such as those found in the
writings of Le Bon, might better be understood by considering an observation by
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Rosenbaum (1976). Rosenbaum postulated that although some writers claimed
Freud as a group psychotherapist because he held weekly meetings with his
followers between 1900 and 1910, “it is possible that Freud's interest in the
group was soured by his own problems leading his group of prima donnas” (p.
94).

Aithough authors of books on group relations may dispute the extent of
Freud’s influence on group dynamics theory, no one can discount Freud’s
contributions to psychoanalytic philosophies in general. Furthermore, in his
writings, Freud raised significant questions---"What, then, is a group? How does
it acquire the capacity for exercising such decisive influence over the mental life
of the individual? And what is the nature of the mental change which it forces
upon the individual?” (Freud, 1959, p. 4). These questions are at the heart of
group relations theory and, even today, remain open and debatable.

In addition to raising these questions, Freud’s revolutionary discovery of
the unconscious and his recognition that it operated, in part, as a defense
mechanism activated to repress threatening ideas, remains an essential concept
in understanding group life (and a key element of the Tavistock model which will
be discussed in depth in chapter four). Group relations theorists and practitioners
used the mobilization of free associations expressed by individuals within a group
as a way to explore the defenses that were alive in the group. Instead of
examining recollections of emotional distress surrounding individual’s neurotic

symptoms, as Freud did, group relations practitioners took the “apparently
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wandering thoughts” expressed about organizations by people in groups as their
field of focus (Armstrong, 1997).

Klein. Melanie Klein was aiso a psychoanalyst and, in the early 1900s, a
faithful follower of Freud. While Klein is not known as a group relations theorist
per se, her work is credited for laying the theoretical foundation for much of the
group relations theories. Her theories about defense mechanisms and her
development of object relations theory were extremely influential in the early
days of the group relations movement. Gabriel (1999), for instance, has noted
that “Klein’s theories outlining the basic mechanisms of splitting and projective
identification have provided, for several group theorists, the link between the
individual unconscious experience and an experience that is ‘shared’ at the group
level” (p. 118).

Klein’s object relations theory, which both built upon and departed from
the work of Freud, elaborated on the complex ways that our early connections to
objects in the world continue to affect us throughout our lives. Gabriel (1999)
noted:

In Klein’s view, young children relate to their world through phantasy

[sic]); when their emotional state is happy and contented, they experience

the world (and aduits) as sustaining and nurturing. When they are

distressed and angry, they can experience the world as attacking and

dangerous. (p. 118)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



17

Klein proposed that people learn from a very early age ways to cope with
these unpleasant emotions, and the resultant confusion and anxiety they create,
by using two predominant psychological defenses: splitting and projective
identification. For example, Klein theorized that in order for the infant to
reconcile the confusion between the nurturing and satisfying breast/mother and
the frustrating and withholding breast/mother--the infant spiits the
breast/mother into two separate beings, or objects: one object is nurturing and
good; the other object is frustrating and bad. In a similar manner, infants also
learn psychological ways to distance themselves from these negative and
destructive emotions by disowning their uncomfortable feelings and projecting
them onto someone else (Gabriel, 1999).

Although Klein’s work predominantly focused on children, her observations
that people split objects into good and bad parts and disown uncomfortable
feelings through projection were later applied to adults and their behaviors by
group theorists, in particular the acknowledged “father of group relations”
Wilfred Bion. Applying Klein's theories, Bion argued that when adults first join a
group, the experience often elicits some of the same conflicting emotions that
Klein indicated children experience: a desire to fuse with the group/mother yet a
fear of losing one’s individuality/feeling smothered. These primitive feelings
influence the way that people operate in organizations and groups as well as
affect their relationships to leaders and co-workers. Thus one of the major

contributions of object relations theory to group relations work has been its shift
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in focus away from Freud’s “world of instincts, sexuality and pleasure, towards
the modes of relating to others” (Gabriel, 1999, p. 23).

As noted, one of the vehicles for transporting Klein’s thinking to the group
domain was her analysand, Bion. In 1957, in fact, Bion wrote, “I must make it
clear, for the better understanding of what I say, that even where I do not make
specific acknowledgement of the fact, Melanie Klein’s work occupies a central
position in my view” (p. 220). Bion’s theories will be discussed in more detail
later in this chapter; first, however, influences of other traditions on the group

relations movement will be discussed.

The Infiuence of Other Traditions

Pratt. Although Bion is normally credited with being the “father of group
relations,” others, including scholars and practitioners from outside the field of
psychoanalysis, experimented with group psychotherapy and theorized about the
nature of groups prior to Bion making his contributions. The most direct historical
connection to group psychotherapy is the work of Joseph Pratt in 1905
(Rosenbaum, 1976). In the early twentieth century, Pratt, a physician living and
working in the Boston area, began treating tuberculosis patients. He observed
that meeting weekly with a group of 25 patients instilled in them a spirit of
camaraderie and hope for the future and contributed positively to their recovery
efforts. Pratt called his method emotional reeducation and persuasion, but his
success was considered by the medical community to be more a matter of his

charismatic personality than a replicable scientific technique (Rosenbaum, 1976).
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Le Bon and McDougall. In addition to Pratt’s early influences from the field
of medicine, the emerging field of sociology also contributed insights to the
intellectual development of group relations theory. In 1896, French sociologist
Gustave Le Bon published his now renowned observations about large,
unorganized groups that he called a crowd.

Given the amount of space Freud (1959) devoted to criticizing Le Bon’s
theories in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, Le Bon‘s work must
have been taken more seriously by the psychoanalytic tradition then was the
work of Pratt. Le Bon theorized that a person sacrifices a part of his or her
individuality when joining a group, especially a large group, and becomes more
easily influenced and susceptible to suggestion. Le Bon described the ability of a
charismatic leader to sway a crowd by playing on the crowd's child-like credulity
and un-tethered emotions. He observed that the group mind was illogical,
intolerant, prejudiced, rigid, uninhibited, and submissive to any dominant force
that exerted its authority. According to Le Bon (1896), “An individual in a crowd
is 3 grain of sand amid other grains of sand, which the wind stirs up at will” (p.
33).

Atthough Le Bon’s work was frequently cited within the psychoanalytic
tradition, not everyone agreed with his theories about groups. As noted above,
Freud deprecated Le Bon’s observations. For instance, Freud wrote, “This
detrimental and deprecatory appraisal of the group mind reflects the contempt

with which certain thinkers view the masses” (cited in Anthony, 1972, p. 3).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



20

Kraskovic also criticized Le Bon’s theories for being overly negative, arguing,
“The group contained within itself the seeds of both success and failure”
(Anthony, 1972, p. 3).

Despite these criticisms, in 1920, William McDougall expanded upon Le
Bon’s work and developed important insights that helped lay the intellectual
foundation for group relations theories and the Tavistock tradition. Like Le Bon,
McDougall (1920) believed that unorganized groups are emotional, impulsive,
violent, and suggestible and, at times, act almost like a wild beast. McDougall
added, however, that when a group is organized and task-oriented, a mental
shift occurred along with a marked change in group behavior. This shift caused
an intensification of emotion in each individual group member that was seldom
attained under any other conditions. This intensified emotion could be harnessed
effectively for positive group achievement (Anthony, 1972; McDougall, 1920).

Bion

As noted earlier, Bion is widely regarded as the “father of the group
relations movement.” His interpretation of Klein's theories of individual behavior,
and his application of those interpretations to groups, proved to be pivotal to the
development of the field of group relations. Although Bion was not very involved
in the application of his theories via group relations conferences and eventually
abandoned the study of groups later in his life to return to his work in individual
psychoanalysis, the theoretical grounding Bion provided to the group relations

movement cannot go unrecognized.
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Although his nationality was British, Bion was born in India in 1897 to a
family that had served there as missionaries, had been employed as Indian
policemen, and occupied other positions in the Department of Public Works for
generations. His father was an irrigation engineer whose specialty was building
dams. As was the custom at the time, Bion was sent to England for schooling at
the age of eight; he never returned to India again.

Prior to his eighteenth birthday, Bion joined the Tank Corps and served
with distinction as a Tank Officer in France in World War 1. This front-line battle
experience proved to be invaluable to him, and British army psychiatry, when he
helped shape army psychiatry’s development of treatment for traumatized
soldiers in World War II (F. Bion, 1982).

After World War I, Bion read history at the Queen’s College in Oxford. A
man of large stature, he was also active in athletics, excelling as Captain of the
swimming and water polo teams and leader of the rugby scrum. After Oxford, he
took a position as a schoolmaster for two years (Pines, 1985, p. 387). Yet, “by
1924 it was dear to him where his interest lay—in psychoanalysis” (F. Bion,
1982, p. 6). Bion began medical training at University College Hospital in London
and then became a trained psychoanalyst, making critical contributions to the
field of psychiatry in the 1930s (F. Bion, 1982; Pines, 1985; Talamo, Borgogno,
and Mercai, 1997; Talamo, et. al., 2000).

Even after the war, "when World War II and its aftermath in the period of

peace and reconstruction were the preoccupation of us all, Wilfred Bion came
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forward with a number of ideas which changed the face of social psychiatry”
(Trist, 1985, p. 1). Responding to the great demand for treatment by soldiers
returning from war, Bion pioneered the use of small study groups, rather than
individual counseling sessions, to treat his patients at the Tavistock Clinic, the
details of which will be discussed in chapter four.

In 1948, Bion was asked fo take therapeutic groups, a colloquialism for
employing the group techniques he had honed through his experiences in World
War II (Trist, 1985). While working with this small group of patients in the aduit
department of the Tavistock Clinic in London, Bion decided to provide the group
with no direction and no structure in order to assess the group’s reaction.
Rosenbaum (1976) observed that the reason for this abrupt break from
traditional methods was twofold: “First, he wasn't sure what he was doing so he
decided to remain silent. Second, he is a rather withdrawn individual”
(Rosenbuam, 1976, p. 27). As a resuit of Bion'’s silence, the patients were
puzzled, upset, and angry and responded in a variety of ways. Bion’s unique
contribution was that he interpreted these reactions not as the behavior of
individual group members, but as the group’s dynamic.

Eventually what may have started as a response to uncertainty and/or a
reflection of Bion’s personality was transformed into therapeutic technique
central to the Tavistock tradition. Trist (1985) wrote the following observation of

Bion’s methods for faking groups:
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Several features characterized Bion’s group ‘style’. He was detached yet
warm, utterly imperturbable and inexhaustibly patient. He gave rise to
feelings of immense security—his Rock of Gibraltar quality. But the Rock
of Gibraltar is also powerful and he exuded power (he was also a very

large man). (p. 30)

In Kleinian terms, Bion seemed to be inviting, whether consciously or not, the
group’s projective identification with him. That is, he made himself availabie for
the group to disown their uncomfortable feelings and project them onto him as a
means for understanding the group’s unconscious behavior (Gabriel, 1999). As
Trist (1985) put it, "He made it safe for the group to dramatize its unconscious
situation” (p. 31).

As this example suggests—and as noted above—Bion's methods were
heavily influenced by the theories of Melanie Klein especially her ideas about
basic defense mechanisms, such as splitting and projective identification. These
theories proved to be the link Bion needed to join theories describing the
individual’s unconscious experience with those he was developing to represent
experiences of group membership (Gabriel, 1999). Bion extended Klein’s theories
by exploring how group membership often evoked some of the very same
contradictory feelings as those experienced during childhood in response to the
mother. Through Bion’s lens, Klein’s object relations theory explained how
experiences in groups trigger “primitive phantasies [sic] whose origins lie in the

earliest years of life” (Gabriel, 1999, p. 118). For example, one unconscious
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desire is for the individual to join with others in an undifferentiated entity, like
the infant fusing with the breast. While comforting, this desire also creates
resuftant opposing fears, such as the fear of becoming overwheimed or
consumed by the undifferentiated mass of the group or the fear might be of
being rejected or abandoned by the group (Gabriel, 1999).

In his articles, Bion outlined his theories of group behavior based largely
on observations made while working with small groups over the years. He
hypothesized that groups have two modes of operation. One mode he called the
productive “sophisticated group,” more commonly called a “work group,” (Bion,
1961, p. 98). The work group focuses intently on the group’s task and maintains
close contact with reality. The other mode of group operation Bion called basic
assumption. Its primary task is to ease the group’s anxieties and avoid the pain
or emotions that further work might bring. As an example, Bion identified three
types of basic assumption modes: basic assumption of dependence (baD), basic
assumption of pairing (baP), and basic assumption of fight-flight (baF) (Bion,
1961, p. 105). When a group is operating in the basic assumption mode of
dependency,

one person is always felt to be in a position to supply the needs of the

group, and the rest in a position to which their needs are supplied...having

thrown all their cares on the leader, they sit back and wait for him to

solve all their problems...the dependent group soon shows that an integral
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part of its structure is a belief in the omniscience and omnipotence of

some one member of the group. (Bion, 1961, p. 74, 82, 99).

The group assumes this “leader,” whether selected formally or informally, is to
have clairvoyance of thought and supernatural powers and that the rest of the
group is powerless and dependent. When the leader fails to meet the group’s
unrealistic expectations, as he or she inevitably does, the group becomes quickly
frustrated and disappointedly “selects” another member for the daunting task.
This leader will also fail eventually, of course (Bion, 1961; Gabriel, 1999).

The basic assumption mode of pairing is evident in a group when it
invests irrational hopefuiness for the future in two of the group members.
Regardless of gender, the group assumes that these two individuals have paired
either for a “sexual” experience, which would provide the birth of a new group, a
religious experience, which would provide a messiah, or a reparative experience,
which would produce world peace (Bion, 1961; Gabriel, 1999).

When a group is operating in the basic assumption mode of fight-flight,
Bion (1961) wrote,

the group seems to know only two techniques of self-preservation, fight

or flight...the kind of leadership that is recognized as appropriate is the

leadership of the man who mobilizes the group to attack somebody, or
alternatively to lead it in flight...leaders who neither fight nor run away are

not easily understood. (p. 63, 65)
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In 1961, Bion published his influential book, Experiences in Groups which
was a compilation of his series of articles printed separately over the years in
different journals such as the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations’ (Tavistock
Institute) journal, Human Relations. Since then, his ideas about groups have had
a widespread impact in many different fields from social psychology and
sociology to organizational development and leadership studies. Pine (1985)
observed:

Experiences in Groups is probably the shortest and most influential text in

psychoanalytic group psychotherapy. Whether you agree or disagree with

Bion, ignore him you cannot for he looms up at you from the darkness of

the deepest areas of human experience, illuminating it with his ‘beams of

darkness.’ (p. xi)

Similarly, Miller (1998) observed, “Bion’s theory has generated a voluminous
literature, mainly in the field of psychoanalysis, group psychotherapy, and group
dynamics” (p. 1498).

Yet, Bion’s (1961) thinking also has had its share of critics. Some writers,
such as Gould, (1997) Stokes, (1994) and Slater, (1966) challenged Bion’s view
that groups are either in work mode or basic assumption mode, forever in a
pendulum-like swing between the two, and that basic assumptions are always
debilitating to the group’s task (Gabriel, 1999). For example, Gabriel (1999)
noted that, in contrast to Bion’s notion that groups are forever locked into

repetitive basic assumption defenses, Slater proposed that groups can “change
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over time in predictable ways as group members gradually substitute conscious
bonds for the unconscious links that dominate group life in the early stages” (p.
125).

Gould argued that basic assumptions are not always debilitating to the
group’s task and can sometimes be engaged with for a productive purpose. For
example, he wrote that the defense mechanism fight/flight “can act as the basis
of sensitivity to dangers and threats as well as the force for loyalty, commitment
and self-sacrifice” (Gabriel, 1999, p. 124). Gould also proposed that a
dependency relationship could also be viewed as a mentoring relationship or a
way to leam from an authority figure (Gabriel, 1999).

Higgin and Bridger (1965) also took issue with some of Bion’s theories.
They wrote: "Whether he intends it or not, this later work suggests that Bion
considers that, at any one time, the members of a group are alike in their shared
absorption in one or other of the group processes” (p. 2). Instead, these authors
hypothesized that members of a group can be in different modes of group
process, some in work group mode and some in a basic assumption mode, at
any one time. Higgin and Bridger (1965) wrote:

In achieving a goal a group not only needs to do work at the conscious

sophisticated level required to achieve its task; it also needs to do work of

an emotional, less conscious sophisticated kind, to contain or
appropriately direct the basic assumptions arising from the anxieties which

it will inevitably face. (p. 2)
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Despite these different assessments of Bion’s work, a number of
theoreticians followed Bion’s lead and continued to apply his theories to working
with groups. Rice, Miller, and other social scientists affiliated with the Tavistock
Institute carried Bion’s theories about covert group dynamics, such as
unconscious defense mechanisms, into their continued exploration of how best to
understand organizations. These theorists amalgamated Bion’s group-oriented
psychoanalytic work with open systems theory, an intellectual tradition that was

becoming highly influential in a number of social science fields.

The Tradition of Open Systems Theory
From the early 1950s onward, the work of the Tavistock Institute was ~
heavily influenced by what was then a new tradition called open systems theory.
Miller (1993) recalled that “Systemic thinking was not, of course, novel,” (p. 8)
even in the human relations field, and noted the influence of other research,
such as that of American Kurt Lewin as well as some early Tavistock Institute
studies of coal mining and textile mills. This early research led to the
development of the concept of the sodio-technical system. The socio-technical
system provided a way to optimize both human elements and technological
imperatives within organizations without subverting either. Miller (1993) wrote:
The concept of socio-technical system, therefore, opened up possibilities
of jointly optimizing the two types of variables and thus organizational
choice. But its immediate application was at the level of the primary work

group rather than the wider organization. 7he notion of the open system
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made it possible to look simultaneously both at the relationships between

the part and the whole, the whole and the environment [italics

added]...between individual and group, individual and enterprise. (p. 8)
In other words, open systems theory built upon, yet expanded, the premise of
the socio-technical system in ways that permitted an understanding of the
operation of the organization’s internal dynamics and its interaction with its
external environment. The remainder of this section will detail two elements of
open systems theory that were especially important to the burgeoning Tavistock
tradition: boundary management and the primary task. The integration of both
of these organizational ideas with thinking from the psychoanalytic tradition will
be highlighted.

Extending the Concept of Boundaries. Open Systems theory is the study
of movement across organizational boundaries. The concept of boundary was
also used in psychoanalysis. In psychoanalysis, the boundary concept referred
both to the separation between the individual and the external world, and to the
division within the self between the ego, id, and super-ego. Systems theory
extended the concept of boundary to organizational studies (Gabriel, 1999, p.
97-98).

As Rice (1965) described it, the dassic model of an organization is one of
a closed system, a mechanically self sufficient organization neither importing nor
exporting across the boundaries of the organization. Rice noted, "Open systems,

in contrast, exist and can only exist by the exchange of materials with their
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environment...the process of importing, converting, and exporting materials is
the work the system has to do to live” (cited in Miller, 1993, p. 10).

Miller (1993) provided examples to illustrate Rice’s point:

Thus a manufacturing company coverts raw materials into saleable

products (and waste), a college converts freshmen into graduates (and

drop-outs) and there are the other resources that are required to bring

about the processing: the production workers, the teachers, the

machinery, the supplies, etc. The boundary across which these materials

flow in and out both separates the enterprise from and links it with its

environment. (p. 11)
This permeable boundary region came to be viewed by open system theorists as
a critical area for the exercise of leadership. If the boundary is too loose, it is
possible that the outside environment can become too infiuential and disruptive
to the internal work of the organization. But if the boundary is too rigid, the
internal organization can stagnate and become inflexible to market or
environmental changes. Miller (1993) wrote, “Survival is therefore contingent on
an appropriate degree of insulation and permeability in the boundary region” (p.
11).

As was indicated earlier, the idea of boundary management has also been
applied to thinking about an individual’s boundary management. Both Miller
(1993) and Rice (1965) incorporated Freud and Klein’s theories into their own

thinking by equating the ego function in individuals with the boundary region.
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Rice (1965) described this notion as follows: “In the mature individual, the ego-—-
the concept of the self as a unique individual--mediates the relationships
between the internal world of good and bad objects and the external world of
reality, and thus takes, in relations to the personality, a ‘leadership’ role” (p. 11).
There are other unconscious influences involved as well-what Klein
(1946) called objects. As discussed previously, these unconscious factors largely
result from early childhood experiences. Miller (1993) wrote:
Thus the individual, when he engages in adult life with, for example, a
new boss, will not simply respond in a rational way to what the boss
actually says and does, but he will bring forward, from his internal
repertoire of objects and part-objects, his experience of earlier authority
figures including mother and father. (p. 16)
Therefore, when one is involved in organizational or group life, one is influenced
both by the external environment of the work setting, as well as by one’s own
internal environment that is largely a product of previous work and childhood
experiences. In Rice’s (1965) words, “The mature ego is one that can define the
boundary between what is inside and what is outside, and can control the
transactions between the one and the other” (p. 11). However, the group can
also evoke more primitive feelings in the individual, such as those “in the areas
of dependency aggression and hope. The individual is usually unaware of this
process: these basic emotions slip under the guard, as it were, of his ego

function” (Miller, 1993, p. 19).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



32

Yet, even though these primitive feelings and defenses might go
undetected by the individual, they often have an impact on the group and are
sensed by others within the organization. According to Rice (1965), “The
tendency for most human beings to split the good from the bad in themselves
and to project their resultant feelings upon others is one of the major barriers to
the understanding and control of behaviour [sic]” (p. 11). When people come
together in groups, individuals’ primitive feelings and defenses can get mobilized
on behalf of, and in service to, the group and the bad feelings are often the split
off and projected onto authority figures, whose task it is to regulate the
boundary region. In order to study people’s struggles with these types of
authority issues, the Tavistock Institute developed group relations conferences in
the late 1950s. In this way they created an experiential learning method that
linked psychoanalytic theory with the notion of open systems theory that was
developed in the social sciences. These concepts will be explored in more detail
later in this dissertation.

Redefining the Notion of a Group’s Task. A second result of the
amalgamation of open systems theory with psychoanalytic theory was an
expanded definition of Bion’s notion of a group’s fask. As discussed previously,
Bion postulated that a group can be understood to potentially operate at two
levels: the work group level, which is oriented towards overt task completion,
and the basic assumption level which sometimes supports, but more often

hinders, the overt task by acting out one of three possible defenses (Bion, 1961;
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Gabriel, 1999; Miller, 1993). Rice (1965) used open systems theory and its
notion of external influences to reconceptualize the notion of the group’s task.
Rice (1965) called the task that an organization or group “must perform if it is to
survive” (p. 17) the group’s primary task.

Yet, Rice’s definition of primary task is nuanced. His appreciation of the
contextual factors constraining any organization’s performance included an
implicit recognition of the importance of examining an organization in its full
environmental context, to include historical and social influences. Rice recognized
how important the contextual factors constraining an organization’s performance
were to an assessment of that organizations ability to survive.

In Learning for Leadership, Rice (1965) acknowledged the complex set of
tasks that most "enterprises” must perform simuitaneously. Yet he argued that,
in most cases, one task above all was the critical one an organization needed to
perform if it was to continue to be the organization it claimed to be. Thus, he
wrote, "The overall primary task of industrial enterprises is to make profits; that
of educational institutions is to provide opportunities for learning; and
therapeutic institutions must cure at least some of their sick” (Rice, 1965, p. 17).

Rice recognized that primary tasks differed depending on organizational
contexts and that a variety of constraints operated to limit task performance. For
instance, although all educational institutions must provide opportunities for
learning, the decisions to teach, or not to teach, specific subjects or to reach

particular audiences constra