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Working Theory of Group Dynamics

Why do we care so much about groups?

We believe in the wisdom of crowds:

· That every group is more than and different from the sum of its parts (Bion, 1961)

· That groups are capable of being “smarter” and making better decisions than any individual member  (Surowiecky, 2004)

· That combating the longstanding resistance of high schools to reform requires the collective wisdom of teams (Siskin, 2003)

Current theory draws on

· Systems

· Psychoanalysis

2 Key concepts

· Splitting  

· Group-as-a-whole

Splitting is a defense against anxiety

· Humans are group animals by nature.  But being in groups causes anxiety because of each individual’s desire to be both autonomous and part of the group




The individual is a group animal at war not 



simply with the group, but with himself for being 



a group animal, and with those parts of himself 



that constitute his groupishness.”   (Bion, 1961)

· Individuals in groups manage this fundamental anxiety through splitting







Splitting:  a definition

· Individuals and subgroups unknowingly “split off” unwanted or feared aspects of the self and project them into others. Based on Melanie Klein’s (1946) concept of projective identification

Examples:  Scapegoating, Idealization

Projective identification

· Process through which infant manages anxiety in relation to its mother

· Splits off good from bad and projects out the bad/frustrating to retain notion of her goodness

· Learns to tolerate ambivalence and to view others as whole through mother’s capacity for “containment” (Bion, 1962, 1967)

Containment

· Through unconscious “reverie,” mother digests infant’s anxiety and feeds it back to infant in a more tolerable form

· Infant learns to tolerate ambivalence and anxiety and develops capacity for thinking

Analogies

· Group as metaphoric mother

· 
Teacher/facilitator as metaphoric 
mother


Both are anxiety-producing and 


anxiety-containing

Core facilitator task

· To balance pushing with containment in the service of individual and group learning and increasing individual and group autonomy

2nd key concept

· Group-as-a-whole as a unit of analysis

Five Levels Organizational Processes  (Wells, 1990)
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Group-as-a-Whole

· Every group has a personality or character which, although it shifts and changes, is always greater than and different from the sum of its parts.  

Group-as-a-Whole

· This group personality or character has a conscious and unconscious life.  Bion distinguishes between the “work group” and the “basic assumption” group—the first defined by the conscious task, the second by assumptions outside of conscious awareness, but powerful

· 3 common basic-assumption dynamics

· Dependency

· Fight-Flight

· Pairing

Group-as-a-whole

· Through splitting, individuals in groups often speak, act, and take on roles not just on their own behalf, but on behalf of others.  This is the heart of the group-as-a-whole concept.  

· When this occurs, the group “as a whole” unconsciously participates, allowing others to carry or express disowned parts of themselves.

· Process makes it easier to manage anxiety but more difficult to have access to one’s full intellectual, emotional, or imaginative capacities. 






(Bion, 1961; Wells, 1990)

Core facilitator task  

· To support groups in working against splitting such that individuals and groups have greater access to the whole

Brainstorm

· What do the core facilitator tasks mean:

· “To balance pushing and containment”

· “To work against splitting”?


In other words, what might these two tasks look like in terms of specific facilitation or coaching moves?   

· How else, specifically, might we make use of group dynamics concepts presented here in our work as facilitators for SAM?


References

Bion, W. R. (1961).  Experiences in Groups.  London: Routledge. 

Bion, W. R. (1962).  Learning from Experience.  New York:  Basic Books.

Bion, W. R. (1967).  Second Thoughts.  London:  Maresfield Library. 

Klein, M. (1946).  Notes on some schizoid mechanisms.  International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, 27,  99-100.

Siskin, L. S. (2001).  The hard work of transforming high schools.  http://www.gatesfoundation.org/nr/downloads/ed/researchevaluation/ChicagoRevisIBM.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.gatesfoundation.org/nr/downloads/ed/researchevaluation/ChicagoRevisIBM.pdf" \t "_blank" pdf
Surowiecki, J. (2004).  The Wisdom of Crowds:  Why the many are smarter than the few and how collective wisdom shapes business, economies, societies, and nations.  New York:  Doubleday.  

Wells, L. (1990).  The group as a whole:  a systemic socioanalytic perspective on interpersonal and group relations.  In J. Gillette & M. McCollom (Eds.), Groups in Context:  A New Perspective on Group Dynamics  (pp.50-85).  Reading, MA:  Addison-Wesley. 

PAGE  
5

[image: image1][image: image2.png]