Groupwork and Group Process 

Introduction - Coverdale Methods: Although Williams and Creswick (1979) note that their early interest in the use of the outdoors was sparked by discontent with the “unreality” of then-current developmental activities for managers, one thing they transplanted from that world was the idea that interpersonal and intrapersonal “process” should take pride of place over “task” reality. This idea is taken more or less directly from the vocabulary of Coverdale training, and is a  reflection of Coverdale’s view that in his courses people should take responsibility for their own actions  (Babington-Smith and Sharp, 1990: 52), and that training exercises must therefore include human as well as technical elements.  The origin of the term is attributed to Matthew Miles’ use of it in the Steel Company of Wales in 1960-1. (Ibid, 53). 
Coverdale is not the only source of groupwork in OMD. Some human resource development (HRD) practitioners, particularly from the humanist end of the humanist-managerialist continuum, favour the methods of group facilitation pioneered by Carl Rogers (Get justifying Quote - Freedom to learn, p97?), perhaps echoing (as I do) his palpable excitement at empowering people to follow their own learning paths through a process of open, managed-but-unchannelled review. 
Focussing on process, however,  is not a simple matter. Mossman (1982) reports that researchers at Lancaster had noted that high reality in training events led to high transfer of learning. Further, the researchers distinguished three dimensions of reality: task, process and environmental. The same researchers aver that when all three levels are high (as might be in a work-based group activity), learning is mainly about task. If only process and environmental reality are high, learning is about the environment ((as, perhaps, in a group work-based project). Only when process reality alone is high (as in an outdoor programme with real but unwork-like tasks and an unfamiliar environment) does process-learning occur. Mossman goes on to note that in well-designed Outdoor Management Development programmes, process reality is generally highest and environment reality next (Ibid). Thus, there is a history of connection between groupwork and outdoor and experiential education. This is particularly true of OMD where the focus is generally upon people undertaking tasks with low job-reality in an unfamiliar environment.  This should make for a focus on process – as desired by early organisation-development based practitioners such as Creswick and Williams. 


Free process is by  no means a universal desire, as others seek – and can find - a more channelled approach to review, such as that promoted by Peter Honey who prefers to focus on particular interpersonal skills such as  assertiveness, communication, face-to-face abilities, influencing, negotiation and team working.  As one behaviourist interviewee noted: “ … they [Rackham and associates] picked up that one of the things that was going on at the time – one thing that was fashionable – was something called Coverdale Training ….and Coverdale was sold on the basis that ‘the task doesn’t matter so we’ll train people  in the process … so we’ll do lots and lots of meaningless tasks and we’ll review for process’” (interview 1-2) 
Thus, there is a continuum of attitudes towards the purpose and conduct of review which mirrors the wider debate between Neo-Fordist and humanist attitudes to management itself – a debate that extends well beyond business into social enterprise and state activity  
This raises the question as to where OMD practitioners coming from a non-OD (organisation development)  background stand. 
For the present, the work of Bion, Rickman and the Tavistock Institute requires some examination as an under-recognised root to process-based matters in OMD. Indeed, in the Northfield experiments Bion and associates pioneered the use of leaderless group-work, adding a “hands-on”, outdoor element in war Office Selection Boards (WOSBs) and later (at the Tavistock Institute) paving the way for group-focused (rather than just group-delivered) work. |SAee below for more detail and appropriate reading.
Reflections on Bion, Rickman and the Emergence of the Tavistock Institute. 
A root of OMD which is not frequently credited is that of the Tavistock Institute and its forebears, particularly Bion, Rickman and Trist (Petriglieri and Wood, 2005). As this thread is the source of an approach to group development which is rooted in  psychotherapy – and one which influenced some early and influential figures in Management Development, and a few OMD pioneers - it is very worthy of examination.
Those OMD programmes with an intensely humanistic focus resemble in some ways the wartime work with victims of shell-shock and other disorders of the mind carried out by, among others, Bion and Rickman, and remembered as the Northfield experiments. Together, these two psychiatrists set up an organisation which has been described as the first self-reflective institution (Harrison, 2000: 8), in a way that brings Lave and Wenger’s (1998) Communities of Practice to mind. To some, the Northfield experiments are the first real attempt at group-work. In addition, some of the therapeutic approaches – for example their informal and  unstructured approach to art-therapy(Harrison, 2000: 201) bears a close resemblance to the use of the graphic and performing arts by Outward Bound Ceska Cesta (Krouwel, 1995, Martin, 2004).
Interestingly, Harrison (ibid)  records that the Northfield staff were confronted, like OMD practitioners, with the dilemma of whose needs they ought to prioritise – does one serve authority by curing men just enough to send them back to the front line or should one serve the men themselves by fully restoring their mental health? OMD practitioners face a similar, if less life-threatening, dilemma when they consider whether to address the client’s training needs or work on “live” issues that emerge in real-time from the interactions of the group. 
Extremes of this dilemma are illustrated by quotations from two OMD facilitators. Firstly, the compliant:  “ … there were a lot of people in those days who – very, very nice people – [said] ‘it’s all about developing the people who came on the course’.  Stuff that!  You work for the organisations who pay the money, and they want specific results.....” (Krouwel, 1999: 36)
 Secondly, the subversive: “… the reason that I’m doing this job is to affect individuals and sometimes that’s in conflict with the objectives of the Companies.....in fact I would say that my objectives – which I often keep to myself – are on a different level to the Companies’ ones....” (ibid)
Background to Northfield: An early light is shed upon group theory by Le Bon’s interest in the behaviour of humans en masse (Harrison, 26), and his reflections around the apparently instinctive “group mind” activities of the mob. Freud argued that group actions were determined by unconscious intra-psychic mechanisms rather than just instinct. Fairbairn and Melanie Klein took this view further, asserting that   object (human) relations govern the activity of groups. Bion and Rickman’s  Northfield experiments and War Office Selection Board (WOSB) leaderless groups were the first practical application of these concepts (Harrison, P34). 


In the years around 1920, William McDougall sought to establish general principles of group life, and in so doing, noted that organised small groups behaved in a less “emotional, fickle, inconstant, irresolute and extreme” way  (Harrison: p30) 


than crowds. This gives a rationale for the use of small-group based programmes, rather than the mass efforts which sometimes occur. Of further interest to outdoor developers is McDougall’s view that understanding and belonging are both needed for groups to become effective. 

This is a precursor of the well-known task-group-individual Venn diagram (see below) often used in OMD to illustrate the conditions necessary for effective team working (Adair, 1968 – GET IN FULL!).

Others influenced Bion and Rickman: W.H.R. Rivers – who introduced Rickman to psychoanalysis – was a key in linking Freud’s theories to the treatment of War Neurosis in the First World War, but differed profoundly from Bion and Rickman (both battle-hardened veterans) in believing that officers should benefit from an almost hypnotic state of  compliance in their subordinates (Harrison, p33). Rivers’ views have parallels in OMD efforts designed to instil obedience rather than promote autonomy. An opposing view to this is well expressed by Rickman who, in 1938, predicted that victory in the coming war would go to the side which builds a community made up of people who trust one another (Rickman, 1938: 372). 
WOSBs – the world’s first use of leaderless groups: Although (in the years before the Tavistock  Institute) better known for their groupwork at Northfield, Bion and Rickman also pioneered the use of leaderless groups in a developmental way, building on the experimental work of Lewin and Lippitt (1937), and developments upon it by French (Harrison, 67) to aid the process of sifting the wheat of potential officer material from the chaff of no-hopers. This was by observing and assessing the performance of groups lacking named leaders in co-operative tasks. Bion noted that the real life situation presented by such activities is a more effective measure of peoples’ ability to retain and use effective personal relationships to achieve survival (Bion, 1946). 
Some of the “real life situations” noted above were prototypes of the “grounds exercise” familiar to OMD practitioners. Although the actual content of these is not immediately available – A two-day search of the  National Archives, for example, found absolutely no detail of them – descriptions of some have crept out via popular media. Thus, Miller (1993: X) describes a 1941 task which is still used today (See Appendix ___ Exercise “Poacher’s Escape”), the novelist George McDonald Fraser (MacMillan, 1972) notes a river-crossing (See Appendix ___ Exercise “River Crossing”) activity in a Far-East WOSB, and a television comedy offers a parody of a 1970s Selection Board activity (See appendix ___ exercise “Tyre-Doubt”).
These, together with the comments of former observers, serve to testify that WOSBs, as well as meeting their dual function of broadening the social class base for recruitment …and providing a selection process which would allow candidates to show their talents in realistic situations (Miller, 1993: ix) were also the first recorded example of using the type of outdoor tasks (apparently the actual tasks in some cases) which remain familiar today in OMD programmes. It is significant that WOSB is also the first recorded example of using the outdoors as an assessment / development tool rather than as an end in itself.   

The process adopted by Creswick and Williams in their work for Imperial Tobacco, The Industrial Training Service (ITS) and  the Food, Drink and Tobacco Industries Training Board (FDTITB) in the mid-1970s closely resembled this process, using open-ended tasks to arrive at unplanned process outcomes which then form the basis for group reflection. 
Look up Klein Bion GROUP THEORY ON infed
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A Reflective aside: If Klein’s views are correct, OMD efforts which limit themselves to seeking desired behaviours rather than seeking to bring group relationships into the light fall seriously short of their potential for group good. 








Fig ___ Adair’s Action-Centred Leadership Venn diagram
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Fig 1:  Learning situations








Outcome will be increased PROCESS  skill / knowledge





The training event includes high process reality (e.g. some outdoor-based tasks where both the environment and the task are unfamiliar) 








Outcome will be increased TASK skill / knowledge





The training event includes high task, environmental, and process reality (e.g  job-based mentoring,  or a straight skills-based outdoor task) 








Outcome will be increased ENVIRONMENTAL skill / knowledge





The training event includes high environmental, and process reality (e.g  an unfamiliar task in a familiar setting) 








