After the Conference is Over

Sheila Ramsay

INTRODUCTION

I'have a vivid memory from the first time | was a member of the Leicester con-
ference on ‘Leadership, Authority and Organization’ sponsored by the Group
Relations Training Programme of the Tavistock Instlttite of Hutnan Relations,
Sitting in my room at the end of a long day | had the sudden reallzation that ‘I
can’t unlearn this’, although at that point 1 could not articulate exactly what
‘this’ was. I realized however that my understanding of how organizations
worked, and how I related to them and to the roles I held within them, was irrev-
ocably changed. This realization was both exciting and frightening because it
meant that my way of working and being in those organlzations would also
change, with unknowable consequences. Sixteen years on from that confer-
ence, with considerably more experience both of group relations work and of
being in different roles in organizations, including senior management roles, |
am aware of how that learning is integral to how I go about my daily business
and take up my role in my work situation. And yet, trylng to relate exactly how |
have used the learning from my conference experlences feels like an elusive and
complex task. Nevertheless it is important, when thinking about the develop-
ment of group relations work, to try to describe how conference members
might be able to take their learning back into their organizational worlds after
the conference is over.

The membership of group relations conferences is varied, with members
coming from business, social services, education, psychiatry and psychother-
apy, the church, and the police, to name just some of the professional back-
grounds. There is also a growing number of people who are independent or
self-employed consultants. In their organizations members may have the roles
of consultants, therapists, teachers, advisers, policy makers, or managers. For
the purposes of this chapter I am particularly interested in looking at the ex-
. periences of those who are managers. My examples are taken from my experience
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in social welfare agencies, though 1 believe that the processes and issues
referred to have parallels in most organizations.

THE CONFERENCE AND AUTHORITY

Group relations conferences have now been taking place for approximately
forty years, the first Leicester Conference having taken place in 1957. There is
now a wide network of organizations, both in the UK and internationally, which
sponsor and run conferences based on the ‘Leicester Model’. Although there
are some variations in design, they share the same theoretical foundations and
focus, which is the application of psychoanalytic thought and an open systems
approach to understanding organizations. Eric Miller, in his account of the his-
tory and development of group relations conferences, describes the Leicester
Conference as having ‘a specific focus on learning about the nature of author-
ity and the problems encountered in its exercise’ (Miller 1989: 8). It is this focus
on the nature of authority that will be explored in this chapter.

What all the confererces share is an emphasis on the study of unconscious
processes which take place at individual, group, and organizational levels, often
also linking this to the societal context within which the conference is taking
place. The methodology is to use the conference itself as a temporary educational
institution for the object of study. Thus members are given the task of studying
their own participation in creating, maintaining, and changing the institution’s
culture and of understanding their responsibility for what happens within it.
Members need therefore to demonstrate a willingness to try to understand their
own and others’ behaviour at an unconscious as well as a conscious and concrete
level. Thus the emotional life of the institution becomes available for examina-
tion in such a way that its integral contribution to the concrete behaviour of indi-
viduals and groups within their organizational roles can be directly and
powerfully experienced. Staff in the conferences take on consultant roles within
the various events, but also act as collective management. Management in this
case means being responsible for creating the conditions in which members can
engage with the task. Members are expected to use their own authority for decid-
ing how to do this. The model of management which is experienced is one of
managing boundary conditions rather than people and their behaviour.

The way in which staff members carry out their management responsibility is
to create the boundary structures within which members can learn, if they
choose to do so, and to stay within and work from the roles they have taken up.
This requires staff to be alert to their own experiences within the different
events. The feelings which are generated are not seen as a distraction from the
task but, to the contrary, provide invaluable data for understanding the uncon-
scious aspects of the organizational behaviour which is emerging. When the
staff member is then able to offer an interpretation of this behaviour, as reveal-
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ing the unconscious systemic process taking place, members have the oppor-
tunity to build on this in furthering their own understanding. This may itself
effect a change in the process. In this way staff and membership work together
to create a temporary educational institution, where understanding the process
of this creation is itself the main task of the conference. A crucial aspect of man-
agement by the staff is therefore to maintain the boundaries of the events—that
is, of time, territory, and task—and to stay within and work from the staff role.
This role is likely to come under various forms of attack, which can be angry and
overt, or more subtle through idealization or attempts to seduce into member-
ship. The model of management which is experienced is one of reflection, inter-
pretation, and containment.

Within this context, leadership is exercised when members speak to their
here-and-now experience of being in the member role. Others can then link
that to their own experiences, building the learning that becomes available.
Doing this carries a risk of rejection or envious attack or, on the other hand, of
a mindless followership who dependently cling on to an idea—from which they
can then dissociate themselves if it does not work. The possibility is that mem-
bers may use their authority to exercise both positive and authoritative leader-
ship and followership.

In the beginning stages of conferences, the way of working can seem alien
and the level of attention paid to unconscious processes can generate anxiety.
The conference is seen as a risky place. This often leads to some members (on
behalf of the whole membership) questioning the validity of the method, with
consultants being experienced as manipulative or speaking a strange psycho-
logical language. There are frequently angry statements that this is not the ‘real
world’. At some point during the conference, however, some members will
begin to connect their conference experience with their lives in their outside
institutions, even though it might at this stage be difficult to articulate or make
rational sense of the connection. There comes a realization that what they are
experiencing within the conference are exactly the same processes that take
place in the ‘real world’.

Towards the end of the conference ‘Application’ events are held which allow
members to think about the connections between their conference experience
and their home institutions. It might be expected that being back on familiar
territory would make these sessions easier and less anxiety provoking than the
here-and-now events. However, they are often very difficult. Members will offer
one another highly competent consultations on the work problems which have
been raised, but without making direct links with their experiences within the
conference. They can equally begin to reflect on and understand some of their
conference experiences. However, the link with the outside seems to be felt but
hard to articulate or examine. It is not unusual to find in the closing plenaries
that members are expressing considerable anxiety about returning to their out-
side institutions. The conference, which had been so risky, is now seen as home,
and the ‘real world’ to which members are returning is perceived as threatening
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and unsafe. Within the final plenary there is often an element of idealization of
the conference experience, which is evidence of a need to keep that experience
as an idealized object so that it can be kept safe from attack. This might itself be
an expression of the anxiety felt about the difficulty of holding on to the learn-
ing from the conference back in one’s own organization and its fragility in an
uncomprehending or hostile environment.

A manager who returns from a group relations conference is therefore return-
ing from a culture where, unlike most work contexts, success in undertaking the
task of the organization is seen to depend crucially on understanding the
unconscious meaning of behaviour and the exercise of authority in the various
roles one takes up.

THE ORGANIZATION AND AUTHORITY

Like most organizations, social welfare agencies in the UK have experienced
enormous structural and cultural change over the past ten years. Indeed a
process of continuous change within a turbulent environment is now the norm.
One of the most profound changes has been the move towards a contractual
relationship between purchasers and providers of services. This contract cul-
ture is all pervasive. It applies whether the provider is a voluntary charitable or
private agency, whose services are purchased bylocal or central government, or
the provider section of a local authority or health board in an internal market.
The growing emphasis on value for money and performance measurement,
along with the import of concepts like total quality management from business
and manufacturing, have produced fundamental changes in the culture of such
organizations. In addition, the reduction and tighter control of resources, both
in the public and voluntary sectors, has resulted in a much less secure environ-
ment for employees. This in turn has required a shift in the ways that manage-
ment and leadership are understood.

I have suggested elsewhere (Feuchtwang and Ramsay 1995) that social wel-
fare organizations are unconsciously needed to offer total containment of the
ambivalent and confused feelings held by wider society about the groups of
people with whom they work. In other words, the guilt, rage, and impotence felt
towards abused children (or groups such as the mentally ill, demented elderly,
or offenders) are projected into the institutions which work with them. At an
unconscious level, they are expected to keep these feelings within the organiza-
tional system, as securely as the people themselves were once kept in the total
institutions which used to be located behind high walls and locked doors.

To be able to do this work on behalf of society, the organization then needs to
construct its own internal defence system. We hypothesized that the constructs
of the contract culture itself provide this. Thus a fantasy is created, which we
describe as
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the omnipotent deification of conscious activity where all there is is behaviour which can
be changed to the required specifications. The contract or service level agreement which
specifies objective outcomes and performance indicators linked to targets can provide
the reassurance that something can be done. A quality assurance scheme linked to this
provides the containing ritual in specifying activities which involve staff, and often ser-
vice users, in maintaining a culture of measurable achievement. (Feuchtwang and
Ramsay 1995: 15.)

The effect on managers in this kind of culture is an instrumental retreat into
technique, where conscious motivation and intent are all. ‘Irrational’ behaviour
or resistance becomes located in individuals who are then seen as problematic
or in need of help themselves (possibly through a staff counselling scheme), or
as technical problems with a mechanistic solution. This process is not unique
to one type of organization. An example is the experience, common in organ-
izations, where persistent and recurring difficulties in implementing a change
are seen as being due to poor and inadequate communication.

However, often all attempts by management to improve communication
through new ways of distributing information or structural changes, involving
people in consultative forums, still fail to achieve commitment to the desired
change. A more productive way forward might be for the manager to try to
understand and form a hypothesis about what unconscious purpose might be
being served by poor communication. This could be a difficult and painful
process as it would necessitate owning one’s own resistance and fears about
change which might be contributing to the sabotage within the system.
However, offering this interpretation in a way which acknowledges and legit-
imizes the anxiety being felt, without either being overwhelmed by it or surren-
dering one’s own management role, could enable unconscious anxiety to be
known and therefore addressed. It might then be possible to communicate the
real need for change.

In the 1990s there has been an emphasis within organizations and manage-
ment development training on leadership, as defined in terms of exceptional or
charismatic individuals. The management role, on the other hand, is increas-
ingly reduced to a collection of tools and techniques—an off-the-shelf solution
for every eventuality. Krantz and Gilmore have written about the resulting split
between leadership and management, where one of these aspects is idealized
while the other is denigrated. They suggest that this split ‘constitutes an attack
on the critical function of leadership to link means to ends’ and that this is itself
a defensive process resulting from the overwhelming anxiety generated by the
extent of the changes within both the internal and external environments of
organizations (Krantz and Gilmore 1990: 189).

I perceive a similar process underlying how authority is understood within
this kind of organizational culture, with the split between personal and organ-
izational authority mirroring that between leadership and management. The
concept of personal authority is subsumed into the idealization of the-inspira-
tional and motivational leader, whereas organizational authority is associated
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with outdated notions of hierarchy and status. This devalues the strength and
effectiveness that result when someone operates at a high level of personal
competence, in a clear and confident understanding of their role within their
work system. Larry Gould offers a useful examination of organizational and per-
sonal authority. He defines organizational authority as ‘the authority thatis del-
egated to roles, and therefore gives the role occupant the right to work’, whereas
personal authority is ‘a central aspect of one’s enduring sense of self no matter
what role one may occupy. It is therefore defined as the “right to be”—that is,
the right to exist fully and to be oneself in the role’ (L. J. Gould 1993: 51).

If someone is confident in the exercise of his or her personal authority but is
unclear about his or her role in relation to the total system, then that person will
find it difficult to work in a fully competent way. This does not mean that the
person will be totally ineffective, but he or she will be vulnerable as an individ-
ual and his or her ideas and actions can be marginalized. Ideas, decisions, and
actions have to be connected to and in furtherance of the primary task of the
organization, and it is the role that links the individual to that task and legit-
imizes his or her actions (Larry Gould’s ‘right to work’).

If those in leadership or management roles are clear about their organiza-
tional authority but lack confidence in their personal authority, or exercise it
inappropriately, they are unlikely to offer leadership in the organization, or may
do so in the authoritarian manner which is often confused with real authority.
This splitting of personal and organizational authority tends to be accompa-
nied by an idealization of the first and denigration of the latter and so con-
tributes to the split between leadership and management. Leadership becomes
a characteristic of charismatic individuals and management a collection of
pragmatic problem-solving tools and techniques.

The defensive wish to see processes only in their concrete manifestations,
which can be manipulated and changed, is also demonstrated in an increasing
trend in organizations to try to improve team functioning by using one of the
many exercises which help to identify personality types or styles of working (for
example, the Myers—Briggs Inventory, the Belbin Team Roles Inventory, or the
Margerison-McCann Team Management System). Although these may be use-
ful in looking at the range of skills and preferences available in a team and in
identifying gaps, they rarely offer insight into the unconscious processes which
are hindering the effective performance of the task. ‘Differences in style’ can
provide an explanation congruent with the prevalent cognitive culture, in the
hope that difficulties can be dealt with through some kind of behaviour
modification. Painful and threatening feelings of dependency, rivalry, and envy
can continue to be denied and remain unavailable for examination and
reflection. The exercise of both the personal and organizational role authority
of team members is undermined as the complexity of managing the boundary
between one’s internal world and one’s work role is unrecognized.
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FROM CONFERENCE TO ORGANIZATION: MAKING THE LINK

Group relations conferences offer the opportunity both to experience and to
reflect on our unconscious anxieties and how these influence our behaviour.
However, it is possible for members to move beyond just a better understand-
ing of group and institutional behaviour, valuable though this may be, to devel-
oping their competence in taking responsibility for their individual part in that
process and using it to enhance the performance of the task. At its most useful
the learning becomes integrated into how one perceives, understands, and acts
at both a personal and a systemic level.

The risk when returning from a conference to one’s own organization, espe-
cially as a manager, is that a cuiture of measurable performance, predeter-
mined outcomes, and management by technique will not provide the necessary
containing environment for the continuation of the individual’s learning and
its subsequent import into the system within which he or she works. On one
level the sharing of learning in an organization is currently a widely promoted
concept (see Senge 1990). This could be seen as indicative of a willingness in
organizations to welcome new ideas, thoughts, and behaviour. However, Long
and Newton have taken a psychoanalytic perspective of learning in organiza-
tions which sees Senge’s ideas as located within that same concrete and ra-
tional world to which I have referred above. They describe Senge’s idea of a
‘learning organization’ as one which takes ‘a cognitive approach which denies
the strength of the unconscious hatred of learning,. It is as if we could change
any situation if only we could see the broader picture like a map. It is made
without exploring or even acknowledging the feelings people have about their
dependence before creating new inter-dependencies . . . Managing uncertainty
becomes a question of systems control’ (Long and Newton 1995: 7). There is a
wish to learn in a way which reframes or manipulates meaning without experi-
encing one’s own dependency, envy, aggression, and so on, and having to take
responsibility for how one deals with such feelings.

In these circumstances the risk is that the learning brought back from a group
relations conference is used defensively, or becomes locked in the conference
experience. In this case, conference learning becomes just another (but still
useful) tool to add to the management tool kit, thereby colluding with the split
between management and leadership. One might gain a clearer perception and
understanding of the unconscious processes being enacted but then use this in
a defensive way or in an attempt to protect one’s own position, rather than in
pursuit of the task. Alternatively, the memory of a similar process from a con-
ference might simply be transferred into the workplace and interpreted in the
same way. This might offer an alternative and possibly helpful view but it will
remain at a theoretical level and therefore encourage a technical response. By
contrast, an interpretation that comes out of one’s own direct here-and-now
experience is more likely to authentically address the uniquely immediate
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process taking place in the system. In this case, the learning from a conference
has become integrated into how one understands what is happening at both an
instrumental and emotional level.

One fundamental aspect of the conference that managers might bring back
into their own workplaces therefore is that of paying constant attention to one’s
here-and-now experience and using that to contribute to building an under-
standing of the state of the system one is in and its relationship across the
boundary with its external environment. The importance of conceptualizing
management as a role on the boundary of a system might seem obvious.
However, when management has become a problem-solving and perfor-
mance-measurement function, the meaning of being a manager on the bound-
ary of a particular system at a particular time remains unexplored. How one is
being used in one’s role is a significant piece of information which could give
important clues about the unconscious dynamics within the organization and
between the organization and its external environment. Often, this dynamic
process is predominantly about avoiding anxiety by setting up various defence
mechanisms. Offering an interpretation of one’s experience in the manage-
ment role can help identify these processes, bring them into conscious aware-
ness, and allow them to be addressed. Once people can acknowledge the
anxiety, they can then begin to understand it and find ways of managing it,
rather than deny it. Thus, taking a consultative stance from within the manage-
ment role can enable a shift to take place which could not have been achieved
through a technical approach which only addressed the concrete manifestation
of an unconscious process. Sharing one’s emotional experience is risky, and to
do so in a reflective way is to exercise one’s personal authority. Moving this
from the realm of the personal to the systemic can link it to the authority of the
role in a way which furthers the task.

During a conference, members are likely to gain insight into their own per-
sonal unconscious anxieties and motivations and how these influence their
behaviour, but this is for private reflection. The focus is not on the individual’s
personality, and consultants will only interpret individual behaviour within the
context of how it might be representing an aspect of the unconscious emotional
life of the group. It is therefore not possible to explain away difficulties in group
functioning by blaming them on personality clashes or incompatibility. It
might well be that two members have very different personalities, or a different
approach to forming relationships, or opposing views on controversial issues.
The interventions of the consultant will attempt to look beyond (or below) this,
in order to understand how the conflict or clash is serving the unconscious need
of the group.

This is in contrast to the trend referred to above to improve team functioning
by identifying personality types and styles of working. Self-knowledge is not the
same as taking responsibility for one’s own personal psyche which includes, of
course, how one is contributing to the group process through managing one’s
internal world. This is an essential element in the exercise of authority. Self-
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awareness and personal insight are inextricably linked to being confident in our
personal authority; self-awareness in our role underpins our competence in
exercising our organizational authority.

CASE EXAMPLES

The following two case examples are taken from my own experience as man-
ager and as consultant. The first shows how reaching an understanding of the
unconscious meaning of an organizational issue enabled significant movement
to take place in a process that appeared to be stuck. The second demonstrates
how a focus on personality variables and styles of working became a defence
against confronting real differences and rivalries in a team.

Example 1: Forms, lists, and tick boxes

In my role as a regional manager within a large childcare organization, 1 was
delighted when there was a significant decentralization of corporate services
from national headquarters to the regions. This was accompanied by a down-
ward shift of authority with much wider decision-making responsibility being
passed from national to regional managers. Initially, this seemed to be accom-
plished relatively easily and was a change welcomed by most people in all parts
of the organization. After a while, however, my colleagues and I began to notice
the increasing number of requests for information which were landing on our
desks from headquarters. The purpose of these requests was never very clear
and soon they began to expand into checklists and monitoring forms. This was
accompanied by a growth in the number of areas where formal policies were
requested. For a while, I dealt with this growth in bureaucracy either by provid-
ing the information in a perfunctory and minimalist way, accompanied by
much complaining, or by ignoring the requests. The level of irritation in the
regional management team grew and we started to make angry protests to
the national management team. There was an acknowledgement that some of
the requests were unreasonable and we were assured that the demands would
be reduced. They were for a short while but then built up again.

One day a very large and, to my mind, unnecessary monitoring form arrived
at a time when I was particularly busy. My first reaction was to tear it up in irri-
tation. However, I suddenly found myself thinking about the number of phone
calls  had made that week to a team which was currently working with a family
where there were serious concerns about possible child abuse. I had confidence
in the competence of the staff and knew the team manager would contact me if
she needed to consult me, and yet I had still not successfully resisted making all
those phone calls. Providing services to vulnerable and troublesome children is
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by its nature a risky business. Most of the time I was not consciously over-anx-
ious, believing that we had highly competent staff, good supervision systems,
and helpful procedures. I was not preoccupied with the knowledge that, despite
all this, tragedies can still happen; but at that moment I was suddenly feeling
almost overwhelming anxiety and my mind became full of all the things that
could possibly go wrong, resulting in disaster.

Eventually these feelings abated and the nagging anxiety, which had been
building up for a while and of which I had not been conscious until that point,
lessened considerably. I realized that it was the receipt of the ‘trivial’ and
‘unnecessary’ monitoring form that had brought these feelings to my conscious
awareness. I had successfully projected on to headquarters my deep anxiety
about our work, and with it the fantasy that, if I knew more, there was less
chance of anything going wrong. I decided that, rather than tear up the form or
begrudgingly fill it in, I would describe my experience to the person from whom
it had originated. I phoned him and told him about my feelings and consequent
reflection when I had received the form. I suggested that, being even further
removed from direct service delivery than we were in the regional management
team, he must experience anxiety about what could go wrong which must
sometimes be very difficult to deal with, to the extent that most of the time it
was unconscious. I asked him whether he thought the bureaucratic demands
were part of a fantasy that it was possible to know enough to ensure that
tragedies did not happen. Clearly the changes that had been made in the
devolving of authority might have increased the level of anxiety, as it involved a
lessening of control. His response was thoughtful and he acknowledged that he
was finding it difficult to adapt to the changes, even though he knew they were
necessary and had been active in making them happen. The conversation felt
helpful to us both. (We enjoyed a good working relationship and I knew that my
comments would not be dismissed out of hand.)

At the next regional management team meeting I asked if we could talk about
the risk and danger of some of the work that we did, and how we found the bal-
ance between supporting project staff and interfering in their work. How did we
contain the anxiety generated without its becoming overwhelming? We realized
that we had never overtly talked about that before and it felt tremendously lib-
erating.

The issue of how to manage the anxiety which was inherent in the work that
we do became the topic of extensive discussion within the region, between the
management team and the different services and between the service teams
themselves. It was an energizing process that helped us to acknowledge the
excellent work that was done while accepting that the possibility of disaster
would always be there. We also made several changes in our reporting and
monitoring procedures which resulted in less bureaucracy at the regional level.
(In the mirroring process that pervades organizations, our service managers
experienced the same irritating bureaucratic demands from us that we com-
plained about from headquarters.) It became possible to have a dialogue with
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the national managers about the demands made on us and this began to
involve the other regions. The bureaucracy did not disappear (there will always
be anxiety in the system) but it certainly dramatically reduced, and concerns
and worries could be more openly addressed, with beneficial effects on the
quality of work done with children and families.

We had all been caught in an unconscious defensive system and only by
recognizing this and consciously addressing the anxiety could anything change.
Being reflective about experience and sharing a possible interpretation enabled
a significant change in a system.

Example 2: It’s all a matter of style

I was acting as a consultant to a senior management team in a local authority
social work department whose responsibility was for the residential units and
children and family teams within the authority. I knew from other work I had
done in the department that there was increasing unhappiness among the
heads of the units and teams about the overall management of childcare ser-
vices. The unit heads felt that the ways in which they were managed varied
greatly between the different members of the management team. Some man-
agers were experienced at enabling and allowing the unit and team heads the
authority to manage their teams, others were felt to be intrusive and interfering,
leaving the unit heads unsure of what authority they had. There was a general
unspecified sense of dissatisfaction with the director for not being clear enough
about how she felt the section should be managed.

The management team had a clear vision for how they wanted the section to
develop and had demonstrable skills in strategic planning. I was struck by the
absence of conflict in their meetings. Disagreements were aired in a very ra-
tional and adult manner with sensible decisions being reached. The meetings
were very task-centred, competently chaired by the director, but there was a
sense of flatness about them. I found myself with little to say in the first few
meetings and was aware of only having quite bland feelings. After one meeting
I found myself thinking, ‘It’s as if there was no unconscious life in this group’.
At the same time, I was aware of the dissatisfaction among the unit and team
heads.

In a meeting with the director prior to starting the consultancy, she told me
that the team had done quite a lot of work identifying their different styles of
working and the roles they tended to take on in the team. They had spent an
away-day doing the Myers—Briggs Inventory and had found this very helpful in
understanding the differences that sometimes emerged between team mem-
bers. They were also able to look at the best combinations of people to work
together on different kinds of tasks. At another away-day a year later, they
had worked with the Margerison-McCann Team Management System which
had also helped them to look at the different skills which lay in the team and to
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identify their particularly strong and weak areas. Both of these days had clearly
been helpful and positive experiences and had enabled them to think quite cre-
atively about how they worked together and how they allocated tasks. However,
I began to realize that, having identified and talked abut their different styles,
they had now accepted ‘style’ as the reason for all differences between them.
Also, as a ‘style’ was largely seen as a personal attribute, it became impossible
to criticize or comment on how someone carried out their management role as
this could be seen as a personal attack. Thus, all styles were seen as equally valid
and appropriate, and differences remained at a conscious cognitive level. In
this way unconscious feelings such as dependency, rivalry, and envy remained
unavailable and therefore unexplored.

At the next meeting, there was a discussion about a difficulty in one of the
units. Some of the unit staff had complained about the unit head, saying he was
not demonstrating clear leadership, which left them unsure of what was
expected of them. Consequently there was no consistency in the way the chil-
dren who were resident in the unit experienced the expectations of staff. The
member of the management team responsible for the unit described how he
intended to respond to this and a fairly low-key discussion ensued. The direc-
tor was silent during this discussion and I began to feel a desperate wish for her
to speak.

The discussion was beginning to feel strained, repetitive, and anxious and 1
was now feeling angry with the director for her silence. I suggested to the group
that the anxiety which had crept into the discussion might be because they
recognized that the lack of consistency experienced by the children in the unit
was mirroring the lack of consistency experienced by the unit and team heads
from them as a management team. I said that there might be anger with the
director for not telling them which particular management style she thought
was best, in the same way that the unit staff were angry with their head. One of
the team members agreed with this and said he sometimes felt uneasy about
the differences within the team but felt that how colleagues managed their units
was not really his business. If the director was happy with it then that was okay.
The director became angry at this and said that she felt the team had a collec-
tive responsibility for managing the services but that they never expressed dis-
agreement between themselves about how the units should be managed. 1
suggested that if they moved away from thinking about ‘style’ and looked at
how they saw the management task, differences might not be so threatening, as
they became less personal. They were then able to begin to talk about their rela-
tionships with their unit heads and how they viewed their respective roles. '

In future meetings, competition and rivalries began to emerge and, although
this caused anxiety, it was manageable. This, in turn, led to emerging differen-
tiation in their relationships with one another, including with the director.
These became available for examination and therefore less frightening than
they had been as unconscious fantasies. In a strangely topsy-turvy way, the
identification of differing styles of working had allowed the existence of an
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unconscious myth that there were no differences between them. All styles were
equal and therefore they were all the same. Differences in experience and com-
petence could not be acknowledged and therefore a major area of possible
learning was closed off.

Shortly after this, I was no longer able to offer consultancy to this group. This
occurred at a time when they were beginning to be able to look at their rela-
tionships with their unit heads and to involve the unit heads in this process.

In both of these examples, the real anxieties underlying behaviour were being
denied and a great deal of energy was going into maintaining the defensive
system allowing this denial. When the real anxieties were identified and the
defensive process understood, it was possible to return to authentic engage-
ment with the primary task and for managers to regain their authority and
competence.

CONCLUSION

The shape and structure of organizations is changing. Downsizing and delayer-
ing may have been the euphemisms of the 1980s and 1990s to deny the some-
times devastating effect of the changes, but there is now hardly an organization
in existence which is untouched by them. Rapid advances in information
technology have accelerated the pace of our work while changing the frame-
work of social relations in the workplace. Hierarchies still exist, but more fluid
networks across more permeable boundaries are as significant as vertical lines
of accountability. The anxiety generated by these changes can threaten to over-
whelm us, and the defences we then create, while offering an illusion of control,
can in themselves undermine our competence, as energy is diverted into the
maintenance of the defensive system, rather than engagement with the task of
the organization.

Within this context a skilled manager is one who enables others to be
confident in the exercise of both their personal and organizational authority.
This requires a well-developed capacity to tolerate anxiety, a constant alertness
to one’s own feelings, reactions, and experiences and to those of others, and the
ability to think systemically. Where there are no longer rigid or fixed hierarchies
and vertical structures, a reflective, interpretative, and containing management
is essential. Leadership can then emerge from the integration of both personal
and organizational authority and survive the envious attacks which it will
inevitable attract.

Group relations conferences offer important opportunities to learn about
these processes and develop these skills. However, their real value comes after
the conference is over and members continue the learning back in their organ-
izational roles.



