A learning Experience; Application of the Human Relations Conference Model

History 

There is no place that can ever be identified as the 'start ' of a concept. Ideas build from one idea to another. However, a series of threads that came together in the UK in 1950 that can be recognised as the framework of the Human relations Model.  This has been elegantly recorded in Miller's Paper 
, which I recommend, and which has helped revisit and learn from my experiences.

1940 Kurt Lewin in the USA was building the gestalt theory from physics to Human systems. In 1947 Lewin 
wrote 'groups have properties of their own, which are different from the properties of their sub-groups, or their individual members. The structural properties of a dynamic whole are different from the structural properties of the sub-parts. Both sets of properties have to be investigated…"

 At the same time in the UK social scientists and psychiatrists were working in groups as way of tackling 'practical wartime problems'  1 e.g. recruitment, in officer selection, as well as the aftermath of being in combat.  1945 the Tavistock Clinic was funded by the newly emerging National health service, and by 1950 the growing areas of action research were linking with group behaviour theory through Bion's work. In addition, the first Working Conference, run by Trist in 1958, linked with Leicester University. These continued to develop and change until 1969 the 'Leicester' model, as we know it was established.

My experience

I was first introduced to groups in 1970 when I attended a ' T' Training group that was based on the experience of being in a group and using that experience to reflect on my behaviour and reactions. It was an astounding weekend. By the time I left my perceptions of myself, the other and the group as a whole had changed and opened up to (what has become) a life long fascination. Since then I have explored psycho- dynamic groups, experiential groups, psycho-drama, Gestalt, and different schools of psychotherapy in groups, and finally the Group relations model and GROUP ANYLYTIC theory and practice. The last two are the only disciplines I have found that use the Group as the foundation for learning, rather than the individual who happens to be in a group setting. Many therapy groups were simply a series of 1-1 interactions of therapists and client witnessed by the group, who may, or may not have learnt anything. Psychodrama uses the other members of the group as protagonists, but their learning is subservient to the learning of the main 'actor'.  So I returned to the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations for training, and the group analytic model for treatment and learning.

 My Training

The Tavistock Institute for HR ran a 2-year part-time training called 'ADVANCED CONSULTANCY TO Individuals, Organisations and Groups.' It includes a mixture of theory, experience and practice for managers in any organisation who wished to take a consultative approach to their own and other teams. Since the 1980s the 'consultative ' stance has not only been adopted by large management advisory firms, but also has become fashionable as a more productive style of managing. Operational mangers are encouraged to think of themselves as coaches rather than directive. They are encouraged to ask questions rather than give orders, and the 'non-directive' approach is recognised as consultation. However, in the '80s it was felt to be a radical departure from main stream management. The people I trained with were already in 'caring' professions/ education etc. Social work. Educational psychology and the Health sector. There were few people from a management perspective, and even I was one step removed as a management trainer.  Once again I found it an enlarging experience, as it gave me perspective on the individual in relation to others in the context of the whole group or system. 

As part of the course we ran a one-week conference and I attended other weeks at allied institutions run on the same principles (The Grubb Institute. In 1997, I cleared my diary for the two week Leicester conference, which is what you wish to hear about. By this time, I had acted as a management and Organisational consultant to a number of different employment sectors. I had experience of consulting to Individual managers, their teams, and the wider context in which they worked. I felt confident that the two-week conference would give me an additional piece of learning.

Structure and principles

There is a fantasy about the Leicester mode, which in reality does not exist. Each conference has a different style because of the primary Task, the conference staff and of course the participants. There are however, certain fixed points of theory that act as anchors to most conferences.

· The Primary Task defined by Rice 
as " the task an institution, or part institution at any given time must perform to survive. It is essentially a heuristic concept, which allows us to explore the ordering of multiple activities. It makes it possible to construct and compare the different organisational models of an enterprise. The definition of a primary task determines the dominant import-export system. It was and is critical to observing and understanding any organisation to pay specific attention to its own perception of its primary Task and recognise the congruence or incongruence of that task to the activities within. It is there that the work can be done to improve or change the organisations ' s effectiveness. "

· Systems and sub systems; Another keystone concept was open systems theory. 
 The concept that individuals and groups survive because of an interrelationship between each other, where resources are moved to enable the existence of the other. This can be understood by considering what a completely closed system might be. In the field of sociology/ psychology nothing can be seen as closed. My only image is of an astronaut suit, whereby, water, and air are constantly re-cycled . However, I cannot imagine this to be a very long-term situation before our spaceman/woman gave up from boredom! or was in a state of semi-stasis survival at it's minimal. So we now have the image of an individual, created, fed, stimulated, and nurtured by its immediate environment, the group. And that group (a sub system) is part of a larger environment, which provides a wider set of inputs; and that system is heuristically part of any number of wider systems. An additional theoretical concept came from the observational work that defined the socio-technical interplay between the human and the technical systems in a work environment. In essence, these social scientists were describing a complex set of the 'Relatedness' between different individuals and groups. You will be familiar with the way organisations sub-divide into systems. We call them, teams, dept, units, groups, and projects. In 'Tavi' talk, they are sub-systems within the import-conversion-export system. 

· The boundaries between structure, task and role; What needs attention is the point where the individual crosses from one system to another, and what happens to the system as they leave or join. Nothing is the same in either, nor for the individual. Nor is the crossing of boundaries isolated from the role the individual takes, and the task within which that role is taken, and there is the essence of the experiential nature of a 'Leicester' conference. The structure and boundaries are firmly adhered to, and the roles the staff and participants are played out within those boundaries. ' The consultant is operating at the boundary of the system, trying to understand what is happenings between the parts and the whole, and between the whole and its environewmnt.'1
· The temporary institution as a learning institution. The conferences were designed to 'enable Conference members to understand and gain greater control over the situations they are in'. They are/were a space to experience the concepts, and take individual authority for the learning. The roles, and therefore the appropriate behaviour, of the staff are managed to help the participant understand the task. ; which is to learn.   Miller explains this as 'the idea, perhaps the hope, that through seeing how we get involved in unconscious group processes we become less vulnerable to them and more effectively self-managing."

· Structure; a typical programme is made up of  4 x 1.5 hours sessions per day in the following membership groups.'

SSG
small study groups; 9-12 members to study the experience of the 'here and now' with a consultant; Focus on the exploration of face-face and interpersonal

VSSG
very small study groups; 5-8 members

LSG


large study group; Total membership with 3-4 Consultants

Focus on intergroup relations as the LSG has more the qualities of a crowd, rapid emergence of sub-groups, ant-groups, fantasies and myths

IG
Intergroup; Study the relations between groups/exercising authority on behalf of other

IE
Institutional Event; all members and staff; studying the relatedness between them all in the context of the conference institution. Groups which share experience of the whole and its external connections

Groups to reflect on conference as a whole and connections to member's roles elsewhere

RG 

AG
Review group, 5-8 members allows the members to reflect on experience 

Application group ,same membership but applies the learning to their own institutions

P
Plenary; Explores experience as a whole, and works at the process of ending.

The EXPERIENCE OF Leicester

I came, not as a novice, having studied and experienced other HR conference. However, I came with some trepidation because of reputation and rumour. I was told it was difficult to survive, it was a hothouse of emotions; people lost a sense of reality and had breakdowns. The staff was impassive and withdrawn.  Therefore, it was impossible to become 'tabla- rasa' with no preconceptions. In some way, telling you my story breaks the cycle; it is as if no one tells the ending of the film in case it spoils it.

In 1998 the title was  'Authority Leadership and Organisation'. The Primary Task was ' To provide opportunities to study the exercise of authority through the interpersonal, inter-group, and institutional relations that develop within the conference organisation.

I decided to go because of my professional interest in the individual within an organisation, The brochure for the event is 17-page booklet, and even now, I found some of the language impenetrable. However with some pre-knowledge I put my own construction on the description, and applied with a short letter to support my decision, to join group B. This was a differentiator for those people who had already attended a conference and had only 28 places compared to the larger 48 place in group A. I was accepted with a B group membership, so before the conference e started I had placed myself in relationship to others. I also knew three of the staff, though none of the participants. The organisation had started to live in my mind before the event, and even today lives in my mind as a discrete organisation. 

Coming into the building was a regressive experience for me. I had spent 6 years in an English boarding school, so felt both familiar and uncomfortable with joining a residential setting. Though this time I came as adult, with a car, a portable p.c. and a room of my own, I still felt infantilised. Old memories of Institutions and being both too visible and invisible . I know that all the participants came with their own resonance, but I forgot that in my own egocentric thinking.

Plenary 1 was led by the complete staff with a formal pedagogic layout. We were introduced to each of the staff and reminded of the Task of the conference, the roles the staff would take, and the domestic issues, and the location of rooms.  There was a moment for questions, which were answered  briefly and to the point. My first impression was that there were rules I did not understand. A first clue about the ease with which I give up my own authority, was when I tried to judge what sort of question was OK and what impression I would make

Intermezzo. The Conference was held between a number of buildings, and between all the sessions we walked along a main road, in pairs, in lines, singly and in groups. These trips became increasingly important

Plenary B. This was the first differentiating meeting, when we saw people turn off the road and go to a different room. The B members plenary , met the B group staff and explored the feeling of being better, more experienced, somehow different from their own thoughts were about my reflected glory of being B , and relating to a peer group. Trying to judge my skill in relation to theirs. What was going on in the other group? Would that have been as better choice? 

Intermezzo. was a T break, too short, to rushed. I began to plan that these 30 minutes were space for solitude and I increasingly spent time, writing, or walking but not rushing back to the main building. These added extra organisation, as I might need to eat or drink, so I provided myself with fruit and bottles of water. Another lesson about Myself; individuation, privacy, reflection, self reliance.

SSG. Meeting my small group and our consultant, for the first time was easy, though we were a little awkward; it became increasingly difficult to be in and of the group. They were not therapy sessions, but the data I had about myself was immeasurable. Probably too much to take in. But I got increasingly angry with other people, and more in need of sport, and solidarity. I became enraged as the sessions went on, when I saw cruelty, arrogance, dismissal, and struggle. My reflection for myself is that I am not 'good' at conflict, I feel the world is fragmenting and I prefer the 'here and now ' experience to be benign. Not an easy wish in a commercial world. 

Intermezzo between two 1.5 hour ssg sessions was one hour for supper. The dining room seemed enormous, and finding the 'right' place to sit, in relation to others and the staff became increasingly important as the conference experience magnified and roles become more entangled

SSG2 Continued after supper until 9.30. I have no note of the specifics of each ssg. I do remember trying to make connections with people in my group, and finding their persona or habits, or fantasies becoming increasingly impenetrable. My learning was how much I need to relate directly, rather than through a wall of defences, both theirs and mine.

IG events was split into A and B groups, contained within our separate buildings was tasked with working to understand the relationships between groups. We formed into sub-groups around topics that interested us. Found rooms and started to work. We knew we had to join with, help, co-operate or in some way related to the other groups. People tried to join us, other groups tried to work with us, and individuals left us. The learning was about boundaries, identity, isolation, and personal authority to act as an individual within the context of a group, and groups.

I watched and tried to influence the development of our group, tried to avoid the paranoia and projections, hoped to avoid conflict. What evolved over five sessions was 9for me 0 a valuable piece of re-learning about wanting to part of, in, a group. I have experience the outsider looking in, and I look for ways of being inside. There is a power issue of being the group that works, or the group that enjoys itself. People want to join, envy makes entry clumsy, and barriers are raised to maintain a skin around a Sub-system

And so the days continued. Moving from Large to small study groups. From Intergroup to meals, Walking along the road, avoiding people, joining with others.  These groupings are maintained for 5 days. Consultants maintain different roles for the different task, and point out what they see, not as interpretations but as reflections on the behaviour, they see. 

For me each group, and sub group stretched my experience of myself. Having experience only gave me some anchors, some reference points, and some theory I knew. But that was not enough. The consultant's observations were received with a mixture of relief at their honesty, suspicion for their intent, and rejection if they were seen as unhelpful. They were consistent in the small group, and available in the IG

The final description is of the LSG. Every morning we met in a spiral. The room gradually filled up, peoples at with friends, or explored how it felt in different placed in the room. I watched where and how the consultants sat. Who was the last to enter? What time we started and how we finished. I became obsessed with details. I wanted to understand everything, as if by understanding I would be in control. Using my observation, intuition, judgement I tried to be a consultant to my own experience. Every day I sat in a different place, and one day I came very early to see the merging and flow as the room filled. Many people talked of the loss of self in the mass, others just sat 'for the ride', and others hated it, did not understand what was happening. 

After 5 days, There is a break for an evening and the whole of the following day.   In addition, when the group re-meets there was a feeling of familiarity, as if we had experienced so much together. The groups re-form, but the A/B split is annealed. There is a new intergroup event over the last 6 days. The same task 'to study the behaviour in the here and now'. However, by week two there are social and emotional sub-groups. So when the plenary group is able to split into groups it does. The emotionality of choosing is palpable .I experienced and watched how people choose a group. How we excluded some, and how we felt complete when we had formed. There was something primitive about the way the boundaries formed, which amazed me.

As The IE progressed, more fantasy and projection emerged. The staff was in both a management and consult role. They offered an open management room, where anyone was able to watch the thinking, and where we were invited to contribute our thinking. However the offer of debate with the management group was monitored by a doorkeeper, so the experience was doubly complex, I learnt that management was not manipulative, but genuinely interested in the emerging phenomena and behaviours. I was not in a majority, my theory was seen as disloyal to the membership, but it, felt right for me. In fact, it is the strongest bit of learning I took away, and can apply it in my work.

As you may now realise all these experiences were interwoven though there was time boundaries around each group, there was no real disconnect between the learning from one task group to another.

Applications 

Part of my professional life is involved in designing and managing workshops/ events to help a team work better together. The leader wants to have fun, or build the team; he/ she wants to solve a problem or design a project plan. My job is to create a structure that will help them work. I always ask' What is the main aim, what do you want to get out of this event?' In fact, I am trying to uncover the primary task of the work group. It is often such a simple question, yet it needs some quality thinking. Once this has been agreed then the structure, content and style can be worked on. 

I am aware that one of the main themes in organisational life (Group and inter-group; Boundaries; The self and the system) is bound to be part of the work. My task is to give the participants a healthy learning experience, not a punishing workshop that may calcify the problem. I also need to frame the ideas in a way that can be understood 

e.g.

One of my colleagues a Personnel Manager talked to me about a team who was concerned with abusive, racist behaviour observed in the unit.  He made contact with an external consultant who had a psychotherapeutic background. After weeks of research she put forward a proposal for a complex series of workshops, where people would meet, talk, reform, discusses, and explore their feelings about Race and diversity. The principal for the intervention was sound, based on a Human Relations Working Conference model. Unfortunately, the theory and language was impenetrable for the client. And the intervention was not used. I wish the proposal could have been translated into a more familiar commercial language and was more acceptable to the Organisation.  In this case the language was a barrier to the relationship 
One of the main benefits for me was a sense of my own ability to experience, process the data and survive. In fact, more than survive. I thrive because I feel I have a larger repertoire of experience to bring to groups. As the problems are exposed, my experience gives me a signpost to a possible structure. 

E.g. A senior manager wanted to create an experience of the future. I designed a 'fun' event that was obviously Group Relations, but palatable to the group (of 200) as a team building event

It is 2001. Imagine yourself and your team in the future People are living and working in a different way from the last millennium. The access to technology has changed people's lives. Companies

are merging, re-forming, and making innovative alliances.

In this risky and heady market environment, Companies have built commercial

relationships with a number of new partners (technology, financial,

product, and sales companies). Some of these are multinational and others

UK and local. As the previous markets are changing so fast people constantly need to look

for, and launch new products, to catch the spirit and mood of the

times, be first in the market, generate a fast revenue stream, and be able

to withdraw and move on as the investment peaks.

Product design task

Your team has 3 hours to design a brilliant, revenue-generating new product

for this 2001 market. You have the power to lead BT into the future, by

creating new commercial partnerships, innovative technology, or creating an

un-thought-of market niche. You will take your prototype (in any form) to a

Product Fair, to sell to your colleagues. Marks will be awarded for:

Innovation/ 
Marketability/
Revenue /
Humour/
Team spirit.

Rules of Engagement......or Guidelines for success

The following notes are not instructions; they are written as helpful

consecutive areas for discussion with the whole team and to help you

complete the task (and win a prize!)

1.
Preparation

Spend some time finding out about your team, their skills, background and

interest in products. There may be invaluable knowledge in the team from

outside the environment.

2.
Planning

Think about the environment in 2001. What direction might we go  in?

Who might be our partners? What is happening to the work environment, and

how people spend their time? How are people earning money, or spending

their leisure?

3.
Product Development

Think about the environment and work together to identify a market need, a

customer/trend/or a gap in the market. Use the range of skills and

experience of everyone in your group to contribute to the product idea.

4.
Prototype Build

You need to find a way to present some or all of your idea, in any form.

Use any media to show your product; as a concept board, a model of a

prototype, or a demonstration etc. You could cover rationale, market

segmentation, targeted customer groups, product outline, marketing, press

release, launch plans, results from trials, and ongoing activities to get

to market/advertising plan/slogans etc.

You may find it helpful to share your ideas and get feedback or suggestions

from other teams. You may want to check where the expertise is, as it may

be possible to 'trade' skills and ideas with experts in other groups.

5.
Market stall

You need to think about your stall and how you display your idea in a way

that will encourage people to enjoy your team's idea.

6.
Teamwork

While you are planning and building, pay attention to your team and the

interaction with other teams. It may be helpful to record any learning from

other groups, your coach, and your team. Before you go to the presentation

take time to review your work together.

7.
Presentations

Take your product to the Product Fair, where it will be on show for the

rest of the teams. You need to manage your own viewing and judging whilst

'selling' your product on your stall.

8.
Judging Process

Please visit every other team and give them a collective score on an

assessment sheet. The scores will be collated and prizes will be awarded

against the following criteria:

-
product most likely to succeed -
originality -
imagination- 
collaboration- 

-full involvement of the whole team -
evidence of listening to feedback -
sharing skills across the other teams to improve products -
learning from each other.  

9.
Resources Available

-a variety of mixed media materials in the main room -
the skills and experience of your team----
-a coach, who knows about the task and the resources -your own syndicate room- notice board

-
an exhibition area -the whole of the town -
your own creativity and humour.

As I watched 15 teams of people run between rooms, try to enter and share resources, or become isolated and defensive, I knew my learning from GR model was in action. The teams recognised the value of crossing boundaries, and realised the organisation as a whole was invested in bounded systems and sub-systems
Future use

 For those of you who wish to extend group analytic practice to systemic work with organisations, the GR model is helpful. The theory of individuals, teams and groups is based on the unconscious dynamics of the analytic theory. However, I wonder if being exposed too roughly to unconscious group dynamics is something we should learn to manage. Though the Leicester conferences are very clear about their aim and Task, the language is so context defined, I do not think every one understands before they involve themselves in the experience.  It may be my valency to be more open that leads me to suggest a 'kinder' model where we learn to ask for and accept help. The GR model puts the emphasis on the individual taking Responsibility for their own learning. However, I have a different image of The Hungry child learning to adapt its need for nurturing if the breast is not offered.  This reminds me of the self-sufficient people in organisations. They may survive, they may be able to deliver to difficult time-scales, they may have the managerial skills to build a tea, but they are not rewarded for crossing boundaries. There are noises made for co-operation, but the cultures do not re-inforce the need. Personal experience and growth in this work is not readily recognised or available. My contribution to the work is to continue to make accessible proposals for organisation change and to build my strength and understanding.

This is the workshop experience they had for 3 hrs 

Working group proposal

· Aim:  to provide the conference with a small experience of the Human relations conference to demonstrate the mix of theory and individual learning. 2-3 hrs ?

1. Introduce the task, timing and rooms  to the participants

2. Allow groups of 8-15 to form and find rooms

3. Introduce an extra task 

4. Come together for a plenary, learning review.
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