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Introduction 

 
This paper was made available to the staff at the Cotswold Community in the mid 
70s, by Ben Morris, who did some occasional training and consultancy work there.  
I don’t know if it was ever published.  I have continued to find this paper very useful 
and come back to it time and again, usually as a result of being involved in a 
complex group or organisational dynamic. 
 
Professor Ben Morris was the Director of the Institute of Education, University of 
Bristol, when he wrote this paper in the 1970s.  He was a long time associate and 
good friend of Richard Balbernie. 
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HOW DOES A GROUP LEARN TO WORK TOGETHER? 
 
Ben Morris 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
It is doubtful whether the question I have been asked to discuss is as yet capable to 
being given a very precise answer.  As posed it is a very broad question with 
diverse implications and it could entice us into an alarmingly complex field, a field 
embracing large parts of sociology and social psychology.  I therefore intend 
drastically to simplify the issues, and in the first place I propose to limit myself to a 
consideration of small face-to-face groups and to consider only some aspects of 
these.  In doing so, it would seem obvious that the most relevant aspects to select 
for emphasis are those which can be easily related to learning and teaching, as 
these terms are understood in our schools and colleges.  And what might seem 
certain obvious distinctions, I intend to disregard.  For example the difference 
between children and adults learning to work together is one I shall make light of, 
since however various the implications for practice, the same basic principles apply 
in both cases.  Again, a group may exist either to enhance the learning of 
individuals or it may exist primarily for the sake of collective action and a collective 
product, or it may exist for both purposes as in project work.  When the emphasis is 
on individual learning in a group situation, the formation of a group, effective as a 
group, is usually a necessary, although it may not be a sufficient condition for 
optimum individual learning.   I shall therefore emphasise the factors concerned 
with the effective functioning of a group as such. 
 
What importance is to be attached to the task a group is trying to accomplish?  
What difference does it make whether the task is simply discussion, or solving a 
mathematical problem or making a boat?  So far as essential principles are 
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concerned I think the particular nature of the task makes little difference and again I 
shall ignore such questions. 
 
Even these limitations however are not sufficient.  A small group is always part of a 
larger structure, its institutional or societal setting.  The class is part of the school, 
and larger and smaller units always influence and are influenced by each other.  
For the most part I intend deliberately to ignore the larger aspects of social 
structure, ie, those normally dealt with by sociologists, including here even those 
that may quite directly influence small group membership and behaviour, such as 
social class.  Further, a group is composed of individuals and the way in which a 
group learns is greatly influenced by the personalities of its members and by the 
way in which each of them learns as an individual.  But the psychology of learning 
as ordinarily dealt with by psychologists, when thinking in terms of the individual, I 
shall also have to exclude.  By largely ignoring sociology and individual psychology, 
no disrespect to these disciplines is intended.  The omission is merely a device to 
render our topic manageable.  Because of these restrictions however the treatment 
I can give our theme is bound to be far from thorough. 
 
What then is the focus of my discussion?  It is a consideration of small groups, their 
purposes, both objectively given and subjectively perceived by their members, and 
the inter-personal relations of the members among themselves.  Nevertheless it is 
not in fact possible to come to grips even with the essentials in group learning in 
this restricted sense without going further afield in one particular direction and 
discussing some fundamental issues in human relations.  Before doing so however 
it might be instructive to glance at the history of our topic. 
 
The deliberate use of small groups in education, industry, psychotherapy and other 
fields is one of the most marked tendencies in social practice in this country since 
World War II.  One interesting question to raise would be as to why this has been 
so; another would be to inquire how we may discriminate between soundly based 
procedures on the one hand and developments which savour of the operations of a 
‘cult’ on the other.  The word ‘group’ has indeed, as sometimes used, come to 
surround itself with an aura of ‘mystique’ and it might be important, although 
perhaps only incidentally, to do something to dispel such accretions. 
 
It seems quite often to be assumed, erroneously, that group techniques in 
education and social affairs originated in our war-time world.  Certainly the war and 
its aftermath gave a great impetus to their use, and in England this was largely as a 
result of the work of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs and of the War Office 
Selection Boards.  It is important in this connection however to recall the pioneer 
studies of J. L. Moreno and Kurt Lewin and his associates in the USA in the middle 
and late thirties respectively since these soon began to have an influence on this 
side of the Atlantic.  This work itself was also influenced by the social and 
intellectual climate between, and even before the wars, as represented by such 
influential figures as Floyd Allport, Mary Parker Follett and Elton Mayo for example 
and by their forerunners, McDougall, Trotter and Le Bon.  Moreover certain 
experiments in industrial organisation and management had a significant fertilising 
effect, notably those carried out at the Western Electric Company’s works at 
Hawthorne, Chicago, in which the startling truth was discovered that to take an 
interest in people as human beings, rather than as production units has a far 
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greater effect on morale and productivity than any combination of incentives, rest 
pauses, or time and motion saving devices! 
 
A moment’s further reflection shows that group techniques have a long history.  
Socrates used a version of group discussion for educational purposes, and group 
procedures were used to conduct village affairs for example in Russia and in India 
from ancient times.  In the western world, the Society of Friends developed them in 
one particular direction to a high pitch of efficiency.  Such examples, and they are 
only examples of widespread practices, might well repay careful scrutiny in any 
more detailed study.  In their modern form I first met group procedures for learning 
in the Education Department of Glasgow University, where between the wars the 
late Dr. William Boyd, again I think under American influence, employed small 
group tutorial methods with a staff/student ratio of about 1 to 50.  This was 
accomplished by setting groups of about 10 students to discuss specific questions 
and the staff sharing out their time among the groups.  Have we as yet, I wonder, 
fully exploited this particular method in our higher educational institutions in this 
country?  Should we not pay special attention to it in the post Robbins era, 
remembering that it is estimated that the percentage of the age group entering full-
time higher education will double in the next twenty years (Robbins 1963)? 
 
 
2 THE STUDY OF SMALL GROUPS 
 
There are various ways of formulating the main features of a working group.  
Homans (1951) as summarised by Sprott (1958) says this: 
 

‘People do not just get together; they get together for a purpose.  There are 
motives for each member to join a group, there are the activities which the 
group engages in, and there are the interactions between the members 
which the activities of the group bring about.  These three factors, sentiment, 
(which includes original motives and those derived during the group 
activities), activity and interaction are interrelated.  If you alter any of them, 
you will alter the other two.’ 

 
I would put the matter a little differently and say this.  In a group which has learned 
to work together effectively, we may pre-suppose both a common purpose and a 
high degree of member participation.  But the appeal of a common purpose and the 
degree of member participation depend primarily on the inter-personal relations 
(‘interactions’ in behaviourist language) of group members.  What then are the 
factors which mediate inter-personal relations in a group? 
 
Pioneer studies and controlled experimental work into experience and behaviour in 
small groups may broadly speaking be divided into three major lines of 
development; firstly, Sociometric (including psycho-dramatic and socio-dramatic) 
studies stemming from the work of Moreno (1934);  secondly, studies in Group 
Dynamics by various workers in the USA and developed by Lewin (1947-48) his 
associates and their pupils; and thirdly, psycho-analytically oriented group work 
initiated by Bion, Rickman, Bridger, Foulkes and others in the British Army (Bion 
1946).  This work was subsequently developed by Bion and his associates at the 
Tavistock clinic and Tavistock Institute of Human Relations (Tavistock 1946-47), 
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and independently by other psycho-analysts, notably Foulkes and Anthony (1957).  
All three lines of development have made important contributions to our present 
theme, and perhaps not surprisingly, considering the nature of these studies, all 
three have been and are beset by dangers of over-elaboration and of uncontrolled 
enthusiasm.  As always, of course, such dangers and difficulties may contribute 
much to our understanding.    
 
In this field it is not possible to reach general conclusions by referring only to 
selected specific studies.  We must rely on the cumulative evidence of many 
studies. It is important therefore at this point to consider briefly each of the three 
main areas of work I have indicated, since between them they call attention to some 
of the fundamental factors involved in co-operative behaviour in groups, and each 
introduces us to a large body of evidence. 
 
(i) Sociometric Studies 
 
In any group of adults or children in practical association with one another, there 
exist complicated patterns of attraction, repulsion and neutrality.  These patterns 
have potentially at their command the large reservoirs of feeling to be found in 
every individual.  It was J. L. Moreno (loc cit) who first made these facts effectively 
clear and it was he who systematically developed the simple procedure known as 
the ‘sociometric test’ – in which group members express their preferences for each 
other in terms of companionship or working partnership – to provide maps or charts 
of the inter-relations between group members.  By means of such a device the truly 
popular members of a group (those around whom preferences cluster), the less 
popular ones, and the isolates (those rejected by the majority) can readily be 
spotted, and such information can provide a teacher with a factual basis on which to 
build a policy for grouping pupils within a class.  An actual policy for grouping 
however, requires more than sociometric facts; clear aims, experience, insight and 
the results of other kinds of researches are also required. 
 
The work of Moreno greatly influenced Dr. C. M. Fleming and her students in this 
Institute in their studies of the use of group techniques, particularly in the education 
of the adolescent.  For example, Richardson (1951) showed that an experimental 
group learning English by group methods showed significant gains in co-operative 
attitudes and in attainments, over a comparable control group conventionally 
taught.  This work draws attention to the important but apparently (in education 
circles) forgotten fact that the most effective and most satisfying group in which to 
work is a group of friends.  In more general terms, the existence of positive 
emotional ties between group members is a sine qua non, not only of a feeling of 
unity but of each member playing a full part in co-operative activity.  When such ties 
already exist, teaching should make wise use of them.  When they do not, the use 
of group methods, guided by a judicious use of sociometric data may help 
considerably to bring them into being.  Learning to work together in a group is 
therefore both dependent on the existence of co-operative relations and may be 
conducive to their further development.  The limitations of sociometric studies for 
our immediate purpose are two fold (they have of course other purposes).  They do 
not in themselves lead to any great deepening of understanding of the factors 
underlying the growth or decline of co-operative attitudes, and when pursued to the 
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bitter end rapidly lead into a maze of complexities without corresponding gains in 
practical application. 
 
(ii) Group Dynamics 
 
It would obviously be valuable if we could understand in greater detail how 
behaviour in a group is affected by the personal characteristics of its members, by 
different kinds of leadership, by different kinds of structure and institutional setting 
and by different tasks and purposes.  Studies which aim at such understanding may 
conveniently be labelled under the term ‘group dynamics.’  In the hands of Kurt 
Lewin and his senior associates such studies have thrown into sharp relief the 
functions and modes of leadership and the basic behaviour patterns to be observed 
in the inter-actions of group members.  The, by now, classical studies of group 
climates by Lippett and White (1943) have proved immensely stimulating of further 
research and have also, I may say, proved a great boon to lecturers in social 
psychology!  Rigid contrasts between authoritarian, so-called democratic or 
participant, and ‘laissez-faire’ exercise of leadership, certainly over-simplify complex 
situations, but the superiority of a climate of democratically guided participation over 
other climates, as regards solidarity, learning, and productivity is now generally 
accepted. 
 
One danger into which such work has run is that of over-elaborate situational 
analysis in purely behaviouristic terms in severely simplified laboratory conditions.  
This is liable to result in a form of intellectual sterility.  Another danger, in the hands 
of insufficiently trained and over-enthusiastic practitioners is that of degeneration 
into a ‘cult’ of group dynamics, which appears to have been rather widespread in 
the USA at one time.  Moreover by seeking to control the conditions and influences 
under which people work, an almost inevitable component of stage management 
enters the proceedings.  Thus an even more serious danger which haunts this type 
of work is that of the deliberate manipulation or control of the feelings and 
behaviour of others.  Charges of this kind levelled against ‘group dynamicists’ are 
by no means all baseless.  But just as in all other aspects of applied social science, 
the answer to the question whether actions are to be regarded as manipulative or 
not, depends essentially on both the motives and the intentions of those carrying 
them out.  Of course, here as in all conduct, purity of heart is as difficult to define as 
to achieve. 
 
(iii) Psycho-Analytically Oriented Studies 
 
It is from the psycho-analytically oriented work of W. R. Bion and his associates, 
however, that I personally think our most fundamental insights into group behaviour 
and learning have been gained.  I may be prejudiced here since I am one of Bion’s 
pupils, but his work seems to me to have a fundamental quality and an originality 
not found elsewhere, even in other psycho-analytically oriented group work.  As his 
ideas developed Bion originated the type of group situation in which the group 
guided by a psycho-analytically experienced consultant is set the task, not of 
discussing a topic, or accomplishing an overt task, but of studying its own 
processes of member interactions.  In this way a group gradually learns to 
recognise and to deal with the latent bonds of affection and hostility which exist 
within it.  These ‘study groups’ as they have come to be called, originally had a 
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purely psycho-therapeutic aim, but Bion himself perceived that they might have a 
valuable part to play in the training of educational, industrial and social welfare 
personnel.  Several important practical developments have emerged from these 
beginnings, notably the industrial work of Jaques (1951), Menzies (1960), Rice 
(1963) and others, the training courses in group relations organised jointly by the 
Tavistock Institute of Human Relations and Leicester University (Trist and Sofer 
1959) and the pioneer studies in teacher training carried out by Herbert in 
Manchester (1961) and Richardson in Bristol (1963) to mention only a few about 
which reports have been published. 
 
Since this type of work is concerned with fundamental motivation in human 
relationships it is liable to encounter dangers arising form the re-activation of 
powerful patterns of feeling first developed in infancy and childhood.  One major 
danger, particularly in the hands of insufficiently trained group consultants (and also 
under unsuitable institutional arrangements) is that of allowing the tide of feeling in 
a group to rise to unmanageable proportions.  What is liable to happen in these 
cases is that the groups itself and/or its consultant becomes a ‘loved object’ on 
whom members become emotionally dependent, in much the same way and for 
similar reasons as a patient may become dependent on his analyst in certain 
phases of psycho-therapy.  The loved object, that is, the group, then becomes 
‘over-valued’ in the same sense as Freud used this term to describe the infantile 
attachment of a child to its parents, and also the state of affairs between ordinary 
people, when they are as we say, in love with one another.  This is one of the 
sources of ‘group mystique’, and groups in the grip of such mystique may for a time 
exhibit some of the characteristics of a secret sect or esoteric cult.  Whether a 
psycho-analytically oriented group does nor does not in fact exhibit such behaviour, 
charges of this kind are commonly levelled against it, for it is usually the object of 
considerable envy, just as people known or supposed to be lovers often are.  A 
consultant who knows his job however, can do much to help his group to work 
through such phases in its development, by appropriate and well-timed 
interpretations of behaviour within the group.  Consultant and members alike 
however are also exposed to the constant danger of injudicious and over-elaborate 
interpretation.  This is a danger which it is extremely difficult to avoid and may be 
regarded, in the same way as over-valuation of the group or its consultant, as a 
necessary feature of development.  Nevertheless one mark of the mature group 
consultant, as of the mature artist is the economy of the means he uses.  Like, for 
example, some of the great masters of jazz interpretation, he will play remarkably 
few ‘notes’.  Clearly this is not a field of operation for amateurs. 
 
The essence of this type of group work lies in the attempt to increase the insight of 
members into the unconscious dimension of inter-personal relations, with the 
purpose of enabling them to perceive more clearly what hinders, and what helps the 
group to achieve greater effectiveness, and to act on their perceptions.  Since 
responsibility for action is placed firmly on the group members themselves, this type 
of work, like psycho-analytic therapy itself, is in principle (if not always in practice) 
free from charges of manipulation.  Different practitioners of such methods have, of 
course, different view points, depending clearly on different aims.  Foulkes, for 
example (loc cit), seems to exclude the use of transference interpretations, that is 
the explicit consideration of the unconscious relations between group members and 
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the consultant, or conductor as he prefers to call him, while those who follow Bion 
make more or less use of such interpretations according to circumstances. 
 
The practical claims made for this type of work are not easily submitted to 
examination by present day conventional experimental methods, since these 
methods, as in the case of similar attempts to evaluate psycho-analytic therapy, 
usually entail destroying what one sets out to observe.  As in psycho-therapy, 
personal experience of such methods is an essential preliminary to their evaluation 
in any profound sense.  The accounts of sessions published by Herbert and 
Richardson (loc cit) may however provide the curious outsider with some glimpse of 
what actually happens in such groups, even if such accounts fail to convince him of 
the validity, either of particular interpretations or of the theoretical framework of 
interpretation itself.  There exists no strong reason however for supposing either 
that all the benefits claimed by participants are always illusory, or that it should be a 
simple matter to identify and test the behavioural correlates of increased 
awareness.  The actual practice of group work of this kind is in my view bound to be 
rather limited for technical reasons, one of them being the relatively short supply of 
properly trained group consultants and another being the nature of the functions it 
can perform.  These seem to me primarily to be concerned with providing 
experiences through which people become more readily able to learn from more 
orthodox group situations.  Its influence however may be far from limited.  There are 
many, who like myself, although trained in such methods, prefer to use the insights 
gained in this training in the conduct of what appears to participants to be rather 
more conventional types of group discussion.  But we must admit that the exact 
relationships between the various techniques and the conditions for their optimum 
use have not yet been fully worked out.  From our present standpoint, the main 
significance of this work is theoretical and lies in the detailed suggestions it is able 
to make concerning the nature and function of the most fundamental factors in 
group co-operation.  
 
To sum up this aspect of our discussion we may say that all these three lines of 
work, the sociometric, the group dynamic and the psycho-analytically oriented, have 
in common a single central contribution to our theme of how a group learns to work 
together.   They all emphasise the importance of emotional components in 
influencing member interaction within the group.  They differ in their appeal to and 
emphasis upon group structure and leadership and in the extent to which they 
concern themselves with the latent and unconscious dimension of inter-personal 
relationships.  A general conclusion to the effect that the operation of co-operative 
and unco-operative attitudes are at the heart of our problem is scarcely new.  
Rather it has become a hoary platitude.   Yet this initial insight and its periodic re-
discovery have been important aspects of the growth of human consciousness and 
many of the great philosophers of the past have discussed its implications.  Kant, 
for example, held the view that man is by nature a being who can neither tolerate 
his fellow men nor get on without them.  What modern experimental group studies 
contribute is detailed insight into the way in which they operate to unite and dis-
unite the members of a working group may best be understood in terms of modern 
psycho-analytic theories of personality and interpersonal relations, and I therefore 
propose to consider a few of the concepts of this type of theory which seem to 
render the facts of group behaviour more intelligible than they otherwise would be. 
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3 UNDERSTANDING GROUP BEHAVIOUR 
 
In a sense the problem of how a group learns to work together is a bogus problem.  
The existence of a group pre-supposes co-operation, and there is no special 
problem of how, in principle, such co-operation is possible, apart from the general 
problem of the nature of human beings as such.  It is probably true that only in a 
culture putting a high value on individuality, could psychology develop as a theory 
of individual behaviour, and could co-operation present itself as a distinct theoretical 
problem.   Yet a perfectly genuine scientific task does not exist, namely the 
specification and explanation of the varieties of human interaction and the study of 
the influences which modulate it.   How a group learns to work together well, rather 
than badly, is a genuine and very important problem.  Dynamic theories of human 
behaviour nowadays begin from the facts of inter-dependence, of inter-action, and 
seek to describe and explain human development and personality in terms of a 
theory of interpersonal relations (Guntrip 1961).  We must therefore cast the 
problem of a group learning to work together in this form and see it in terms of the 
influences which modulate inter-personal relations. 
 
(i) Influences Modulating Inter-Personal Relationships 
 
Essentially we are beings who develop by means of our relationships with one 
another and therefore in part constituted through these relationships.  From their 
beginnings in the family, relationships are structured and coloured by feelings 
belonging to the great domains of love and fear, and the immediate derivative of 
fear, hate.  In our dealings with one another in adult life, we are guided in the first 
instance by past experience, and therefore encounters between human beings are 
inevitably to some extent cast in a mould fashioned in the past, and of which we are 
in the present at best only dimly aware.  The pattern of affection and unity on the 
one hand and of anxiety, rivalry, hostility and separateness on the other, which we 
experienced in childhood tend to exercise considerable influence on the conduct of 
our adult affairs.  At any stage we can best take advantage of opportunities for 
learning when these make use of patterns of relationships which recapitulate the 
patterns established as favourable to learning in the past. 
 
At the same time throughout our development there is an element of anticipation – 
a search for an image of what we wish to and may become, ie, a search for a 
personal identity.  To be favourable, learning experiences should therefore connect 
easily with our aspirations and should provide us with roles which enable us to 
develop the kinds of relationships in terms of which our ideal self image is cast. 
 
Influenced by the past, and anticipating the future, how do we become possessed 
of a sense of direction and set of values for controlling our own behaviour?  In 
laying the foundations of an ideal self and of a means of inner control, the primary 
raw materials are the personalities of our parents, the examples they provide, or 
rather our childish and therefore exaggerated versions of them as rewarding, 
frustrating and punishing figures.  We make use of them by ‘incorporating’ or 
‘internalising’ them, and thus identifying ourselves with them.  In so doing we come 
implicitly to accept their values.  Thus in the very process of beginning to establish 
our own identity we acquire an internal sanctioning system, an internal authority or 
conscience which is a ‘representative’ of the external authority and values of the 
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social group to which we belong.  These images or representations of the external 
society in which we live, are augmented through our relationships with other adults, 
with older companions and with contemporaries and they thus come to form an 
inner world or internal dimension of our being, which is largely unconscious and 
which is in constant interaction with the external world.  While these influences 
exert a powerful influence upon us, they do not control our behaviour in its entirety, 
for in part our development consists in establishing the self as master in its own 
house, sensitive both to internal demand and promptings and to external pressures, 
and able to mediate between them.  Nevertheless in all relationships unconscious 
and irrational components have a large part to play and these are very evident in 
group behaviour. 
 
The shape our personalities take is therefore to a considerable extent a function of 
the relations we make with the people we meet – of what we call out in them and 
what they call out in us, be it love, fear or hate – or more usually, their subtle 
derivations.  Among ourselves we vary in our dependence on internal as against 
external authority, and each of us may vary in this way at different times and in 
different circumstances.  In general however we tend to be either ‘inner’ or ‘outer’ 
directed personalities (Riesmann 1953).  Seldom, however, are we collectively able 
to rely on inner direction alone, hence the need for rules, and for custom and for 
law.  In most group situations we rely quite heavily, although often only implicitly 
(unconsciously), on various forms of external authority.  When external authority is 
removed, even experimentally, our most immediate response is likely to be anxiety, 
since responsibility is then felt to be ours alone, and we are unsure how far we can 
trust ourselves and therefore others. 
 
In attempting to understand the influences which modulate inter-personal relations 
and hence enter fundamentally into group experience, we have therefore to take 
into account an unconscious dimension of ourselves, an inner world, having its 
roots in the past and oriented toward the future, in terms of which we attempt to 
interpret and deal with present reality.  Where this reality consists of other people in 
a group situation, each with an inner world of his or her own, we can see that the 
achievement of a common purpose depends on the acceptance by each member of 
an inner representation of authority which is common to and acknowledged by all. 
 
(ii) Participation and the Common Task 
 
Within groups, either spontaneously formed for a specific purpose, or brought 
together and given a common task by a teacher or leader, the role of the common 
task would seem to be the obvious one of forming a focus of endeavour.  It can do 
this however only in so far as it offers a goal which is sufficiently clear, and close to 
the interests of members ie, offers them roles sufficiently in conformity with their 
past experience and with aspects of their self image.  Its capacity to do this is in 
turn also partly dependent on whether it can allow them to ‘sink their differences’ 
and abandon their purely private objectives.  Therefore a task which appeals 
sufficiently to all – ‘where the members are’ that is, to their past experience, their 
current interests and abilities and to their aspirations – is essential.  Neglect of 
these conditions is the cause of many educational failures, failure for example to 
engage the enthusiasm of adolescent groups.  Equally, successful experiments in 
youth work all exemplify this condition.  In bringing into being an acceptable 
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common task and in maintaining interest in it, both the skill and the personality of 
the leader are of great significance.  Often at first, both with young children and with 
adolescents, it is the leader himself who is the real focus rather than the task.  For 
the group to grow however, intrinsic interests which are separable from the 
personality of the leader must emerge.  If this does not happen, the group becomes 
wholly dependent on the leader, and its future is thereby endangered; for groups, 
like individuals, if they are to survive, have eventually to be weaned. 
 
Where a group has to find or be given a task, this task can seldom be adequately 
formulated beforehand, or even immediately the group is convened.  A leader who 
attempts totally to define and to circumscribe the common task himself, is failing to 
offer adequate opportunities for participation to the members.  By ignoring the 
important contributions that they may be able to make, he is lessening the chance 
of discovering a task sufficiently in conformity with their interests to call out their full 
enthusiasm.  And by so doing he is likely to strengthen hostilities within the group 
and toward himself through the growth of a sense of frustration among the 
members.  Such frustrations would seem to underline the comparative failure of 
some meetings and conferences.  When the agenda is laid down with complete 
rigidity and everything is decided beforehand and ‘from above’, the private 
‘agendas’ ie, purposes, abilities, problems and aspirations of participants are 
thereby ignored instead of being constructively used.  The same may be said of 
educational programmes which seriously curtail or eliminate the potential 
contributions of the learners.   We may notice however that this criterion of 
participation does not necessarily condemn the formal lecture as is sometimes 
mistakenly concluded.  The question to be asked about the lecture is the place it 
should occupy in the structured system of varied learning situations. 
 
The role of a definite common task/or definite leadership is nowhere made clearer 
than when a group is asked to define its own task or proceed without a leader. 
Leaderless groups can of course learn to work together, but usually only by finding 
a leader or leaders among themselves, or, unless they will happen already to be 
friends, by going through a fairly long period of exploration and decision making.  In 
appropriate circumstances such an experience can be very valuable in learning 
more about how groups function and what makes for effective communication and 
common action. Whether circumstances are favourable for this depends primarily 
on the aim of the whole exercise and on the time available for it. The removal of 
external authority, either in the form of an overt task and or the presence of a 
recognised leader who is prepared to act as such, is nearly always accompanied by 
the appearance of anxiety within the group, anxiety very often expressed in hostile 
behaviour.  Except in special circumstances and with experienced groups, the 
‘internal authority’ residing within each member is not trusted to produce order and 
prevent chaos.  Members fear the eruption of their own private imperious purposes, 
and those of others.  Thus neither excessive authority from a leader nor its entire 
absence are conducive to effective co-operation in most circumstances. 
 
It is a matter of common observation that many groups function best, or even only 
function at all, when the members are united against something outside the group, 
some other group or idea or practice.  It is often said that there is nothing which 
unites people so easily and quickly as a common enemy.  In times of war, or 
difficulty, the nation, as does the family, closes its ranks.  Why should this be so?  
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Firstly it points unmistakably to the existence of hostile feelings and tensions within 
the group itself, otherwise there would be no need to speak of ‘closing the ranks’.  
Where these tensions cannot be safely handled inside the group they are most 
easily dealt with by projecting the anxiety and hostility arising from them outside.  
Other groups, or external circumstances generally, are then blamed for 
dissatisfactions having their origins within the group.  This is often dangerous, it is 
usually morally unjustifiable, and in the long run it is always a weak solution 
psychologically.  It is weak because by disposing of hostile feelings in this way a 
group tends to fail to come to grips with the whole of its problem, which is to attempt 
to canalise as large a proportion of its energies as possible in constructive efforts. 
 
(iii)  The Exercise of Leadership 
 
Given a suitable common task, a group with a leader learns or fails to learn to work 
together almost wholly in terms of how leadership is exercised within it.  What is the 
secret of leadership?  It was Freud (1921) who gave us the essential clue.  A leader 
is always in some respects a parent figure, in the sense that we tend to respond to 
him as we responded to our parents in the past.  We tend to identify with him as we 
did with one of both of them.  A group is thus united through a common 
identification with the leader and this is a primary source of authority, which 
although actually external, is through unconscious identification felt to be internal to 
each member.  Thus in his exercise of leadership he relieves each of us of sole 
reliance on our own separate internal authorities.   He is felt to carry a major 
responsibility for the behaviour of the group and becomes the repository of the 
‘group conscience’.  Within this unit, individual affection and hostility between group 
members is subordinated to the common tie with the leader and within a well knit 
group there can thus be experienced a sense of security                                      
which may only rarely be attained outside it. 
 
Yet all is not peace and amity within the group – it is a matter of degree, of the 
dominant feelings called forth by the leader.  Attitudes of affection, fear, rivalry and 
hostility which we first experienced in relation to our parents are automatically in 
some degree transferred to those who act as leaders in our groups.  Our parents 
provided security, or failed to do so, including fear; they called out love or hate, and 
hate leads to fear and guilt.  When they accepted and forgave our hostile acts, they 
removed the burden or our transgressions, our feelings of guilt, and thereby bound 
us ever more closely to them.  So it may be with the leader.  Depending partly on 
the personal experience of group members and partly on how he exercises his 
leadership, the leader may in varying degrees be revered and also feared, or he 
may represent the respected but safe and approachable parent with whom we can 
talk openly and can even criticise, or he may appear as a weak figure whom we 
ignore, or a figure both weak and arbitrary against whom we openly or covertly 
rebel. 
 
We are now in a position to understand the results of experiments into group 
climates and different forms of leadership. An authoritarian leader is a strong one in 
conventional terms and he may also be loved.  When this happens identification 
with him is likely to be strong and to contain much primitive feeling.  The group will 
follow him anywhere and he will not be criticised, both from fear of reprisals and 
because to criticise him is to criticise the group itself.  He too is identified with the 
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group, and there may be a state of complete mutual dependence and approbation.  
‘L’ etat c’est moi’ he says, and the group may also feel ‘nous sommes l’etat’.  Such 
a group is powerful and may be very effective, within limits.  Its members believe 
absolutely in its aims and its leader.  Collectively the members may come to believe 
they have divine mission, even when their purposes are diabolical.  Such a group 
can thus safely commit the most terrible atrocities because the all-forgiving father is 
there to absolve communal and individual guilt.  From this it may be seen that 
charismatic leadership is only a special case in which the leader’s own personality, 
the group membership and the circumstances of the time all combine to augment 
primitive unconscious feeling to the degree necessary for semi-mystical states to be 
experienced and for ‘divine’ forces to make their appearance.  It is a fact, 
unfortunately, that it can be a very exhilarating experience to be a member of such 
a group, but only for part of the time and not indefinitely.  Tension inside such a 
group is high, too high for ultimate safety; nemesis awaits it.  The demand for 
complete obedience always tends to raise resentment and hostility.  The leader is 
feared and hated as well as loved, precisely as children will fear and hate parents 
who will allow them no real individuality.  For this reason the leader also fears the 
group.  If these feelings were to be expressed too openly or too often within the 
group or toward the leader, this would endanger its existence and his.  Therefore 
safety has to be sought in external aggression.  The authoritarian leader feels this 
intuitively and is apt to seek or provide an external enemy, a scapegoat on whom 
the group can in fact avenge itself for the internal indignities which it has had to 
suffer.  A certain amount of internal aggression too is almost always found, 
complete common identification with the leader not being in fact achieved; hence 
individual or factional rivalry, denunciations, betrayals and purges.  In a mild, or 
even sometimes in a severe degree, all these phenomena can be found in 
authoritarian class rooms.  Even when outward order reigns peace has been 
bought at a high price.  Group members in identifying with the leader tend to 
surrender their own internal authority to his, and with it their initiative and capacity 
for judgement.  Learning therefore tends to be passive and merely absorptive, 
instead of active and creative. 
 
Weak or arbitrary leadership on the other hand is likely to be ineffectual in helping a 
group to learn to work together.  Such leadership is unable to guarantee security 
and provide the focus for the evolution of an acceptable common purpose, because 
no effective identification with the leader is made, and/or because inconsistent use 
of authority leads to insecurity and heightens fear and resentment.  Disruptive 
tendencies are at once apparent and both aggression and apathy appear.  
Moreover, little or no use can be made of the collective experience and skill of the 
members, since there is little effective communication among them or between 
them and the leader. 
 
This account is of course in many ways an over-simplification of group situations. 
Rivalry for the leadership role, and rivalry for the exclusive attention of the leader 
are in fact common features.  Moreover the inter-relation of group members among 
themselves permits of many additional complications.  A more complete account 
would show how leadership roles may be divided and shared depending on the 
situation and how under suitable circumstances group members may come to have 
a clearer realisation of the unconscious as well as the conscious dimensions of their 
relationship with the leader and each other.  To the extent that this can happen, 
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group activity can become more rational and less governed by unconscious factors.  
The good leader is usually able, even if only purely intuitively, to move in this 
direction.  For a more fundamental and detailed analysis of group experience 
recourse should be had to Bion’s work (1961). 
 
From all this it is clear that what we might call optimum leadership is something 
qualitively different from either authoritarian or weak leadership.  It is not a matter of 
more or less authority at all, but of the qualities of relationship existing within the 
group.  In such a group, identification with the leader is positive but relatively mild.  
In his turn the leader is not wholly identified with the group, but rather is both 
separate from it and a member of it.  By virtue of this he can guide without 
domination, because the group is not afraid of him and he is not afraid of the group. 
Rather he loves the group in the sense of being concerned about its welfare as 
something quite distinct from himself.  The parallel of course is with the good parent 
who loves and is concerned for his children, not as instruments for his own greater 
glory, or as minor editions of himself, but as separate growing beings each with a 
personal identity and destiny of his own.  In this essential concern for others, not in 
dominance lies the secret of the ‘good’ leader’s group cohesive power.  Because of 
this concern he is trusted, although not exempt from criticism.  Nevertheless as well 
as concern, he must possess competence, ie, knowledge and skill relevant to the 
common task.  Thus at one and the same time he can be a reliable source of 
authority when it is needed, permissive and tolerant in his attitude toward 
experiment and exploration, participant in his activity, and respected for the 
knowledge and skill he can contribute.  In the atmosphere sometimes described as 
‘democratic’ which such a leader can create, aggression and apathy are diminished 
– although not necessarily eliminated – and productivity, satisfaction and personal 
growth are promoted. 
 
This type of leader shows his concern and competence in practical ways by 
endeavouring to elicit the maximum contribution from each member, if need be by 
restraining the dominant, and encouraging the timid.  He favours members learning 
from helping each other, and expects to learn from them himself.  Because of their 
identification with him the group is able to learn from him and to learn to be like him 
in the essential virtues of concern for and tolerance of others.  It is in learning these 
attitudes and ways of behaving that the group learns to work together.  This is the 
essence of the answer to our question of how a group leans to work together.  It 
does so by internalising in each member some of the concern and the competence 
of an effective leader with whom it has worked.  This is central, other factors, 
although important are subsidiary and for the most part consequential.  Eventually, 
and if the group contains enough mature people it can dispense with the leader’s 
services, qua leader, if not entirely, then for long periods.  The functions of the 
leader have then been appreciated by the group itself, that is, the values for which 
he stands have been effectively and securely internalised in each of the members.  
While leaderless groups may sometimes be a mis-nomer, the fact that friendship 
groups function effectively without any formal leadership or hierarchic structure, is a 
standing demonstration that human beings are, in principle, capable of attaining 
inter-personal relations sufficiently mature to dispense with the need for constant 
supervision by an externalised authority.  The question whether a group can ever 
really be leaderless and still function, is I think a semantic one.  Where the 
leadership function is sufficiently widely shared a limiting cause can be reached in 
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which it is a matter of convenience to refer to the situation as leaderless.  Similarly if 
a group internalises in phantasy the image of a ‘divine’ person and members 
respond to what are felt to be his wishes, it is reasonable to designate such a 
situation as ‘leaderless’ in the ordinary sense.  Self trust, and its correlative mutual 
trust, can overcome inner anxiety and its correlative mutual fear.  Ultimately and 
ideally, the aim of leadership should be the same as that often postulated for the 
State, and usually suggested for parental protection, namely that the need for it 
should diminish and even, ultimately, wither away. 
 
 
4 EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
It should not be difficult to draw important education implications from all this.  Many 
such implications have already been drawn and have been put into practice.  The 
appropriate use of group work (and sometimes, alas, its inappropriate use) is now 
the order of the day in many parts of our educational system.  Yet it is clear that 
large areas remain unaffected still, and that even where group work is appropriately 
used, much still remains to be learned by many of us about creating optimum 
learning and working conditions for groups of children, or students and of teachers 
in schools and colleges. 
 
How important to the teacher practitioner is a theoretical knowledge of group 
psychology?  I myself maintain that it is not essential but that some acquaintance 
with it is very desirable.  Many teachers are in themselves group cohesive 
personalities – some, alas are not.  But whatever our gifts, they can usually be 
enhanced by appropriate study both practical and theoretical.  Practical experience 
of learning in groups under competent leaders is, however, essential for further 
progress.  There is, therefore, at present a great need for the spread of insightful 
group work in teacher training itself.  Without such experience forming part of their 
own education young teachers are not fully equipped to carry out effective group 
work with children.  For students in training or for practising teachers, lectures on 
group psychology (like this one) can do little except to initiate what may be 
profitable reflections.  It is only through practical experience that such reflection can 
be matured and fashioned into effective attitudes, habits of mind, and ways of 
behaving. 
 
It is no accident that group work spreads principally by example and that the more 
fruitful experiments have been and are being carried out by people who have 
accepted the need for training.  There is, however, a very wide range of effective 
ways of leading groups, and I would not here advocate any particular approach.  It 
is true that experience of psycho-analytically oriented group work can be powerfully 
illuminating, but the methods used by the group leader in these situations do not 
provide in themselves an actual model of how to conduct groups in other, quite 
different circumstances, and without additional training and experience.  Such 
techniques may be transferred to other settings with appropriate safeguards, as 
shown by the studies of Herbert, Kitson (1962) and Richardson already referred to, 
but it is generally speaking more relevant to seek the application of such a training 
experience in terms of increased insight into more conventional group procedures 
as has been brilliantly demonstrated by Michael Balint (1957) and by M. L. Johnson 
Abercrombie (1960).  On the other hand, many people of diverse practical and 
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theoretical outlook have initiated and supported the use of group techniques in 
creative work with adults as well as children (Hourd 1961) and also in the 
structuring and management of national and international conferences by the New 
Education Fellowship (Morris 1954; Tibble 1956), the World Health Organisation 
and other bodies. 
 
Whatever the theoretical model used, the basic insights remain the same.  There 
has to be a common task to the formulation of which members have themselves 
contributed.  On the part of the leader there has to be a readiness to accept 
contributions from whatever source and to encourage all to make what contribution 
they can.  He must display an evident and felt concern for all members of the group 
equally and for the progress of the group as a whole.  In all sincerity and in true 
humility, he must be the servant of the group.  To discharge such a task the leader 
needs to be sufficiently secure in himself to accept hostility when it comes, to have 
at least some natural insight into his own motives, and to be able to resist the 
blandishments of those members who wish to secure a special relationship to him 
at the expense of others.  Above all he must be a good listener and observer.  
While recognising the importance of language he must learn to detect ‘the music 
behind the words’ ie, the latent dimension of feeling entering into all behaviour.  He 
must rely for his authority upon his evident concern and competence, although his 
very competence sets a trap for him, if he is tempted into misusing it to impress his 
superiority upon the group. 
 
In practice, helping a group to learn to work together may involve the preparation of 
special material and the contriving of suitable physical conditions, but in the last 
resort the leader’s (and the teacher’s) main instrument is simply himself – his own 
personality.  Specific techniques are quite secondary and the use of gimmicks is not 
only fatal but a betrayal of trust.  The road to success in group work lies in an 
increasing sensitivity to the inwardness of personal relationships.  You may be 
tempted to think that the picture I have drawn of optimum leadership is one calling 
for a genius or a god for its realisation.  Not at all.  It represents only what we mean 
by the activity of the good teacher and thus represents what we all, at times, 
achieve, in some degree, and what we may all hold up before ourselves, as an 
ideal toward which we may continually strive. 
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