Leadership in Action


The Group Focal Conflict Model
The purpose of this paper is to have you develop a means for evaluating the solutions that groups come to. The solutions I am talking about are solutions around the way you operate and the way the group operates, the ways members communicate with each other, the way groups come to fulfil their tasks and whether these results are adequate. A solution is “what is” or “what happens” it is no more than what occurs. This has many similarities to ideas about group norms and such like. A solution 

Many of you will have been in groups, such as staff meetings, where outcomes are reached and agreed upon and you ‘know’ that nothing will come of it. And yet you said nothing and neither did anyone else. But for some reason all the group members went along with it including the `boss' or `bosses' present. This is an example of a solution for the purposes of this paper. So what is it about this type of solution? The silence, the ignoring of certain problem areas of the group’s process. Or another example; where people come to the meeting where they are to give a brief 5-minute report and instead they give lengthy reports centred around their achievements and how they relate to the business plan. This is what I have written about in this paper.

Activity - First Expectation

So imagine yourself coming along to a training group that you have wanted to do for some time, like the one in a training program. Perhaps you are expecting that you will learn skills applicable to work and life. Perhaps you might imagine working collaboratively with your peers and also socialising at night. Perhaps you want to catch up with people you know and what they are up to. You may be hoping the group leaders know their stuff and you will be able to learn from them effectively. You may hope you won't be bored or frustrated and that the course relates to your needs. 

Reflect on a recent group that you went to. Make a few notes on how you felt and your expectations before you went to the group. 
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Activity - First experience

Now, imagine you get to the workshop and there are all your fellow participants. Dressed the way they are. Perhaps you are suddenly quite self-conscious about what you know and what you don't know. You may not want to make a `fool' of yourself in front of the group. You may really want to be accepted by the others there. You may also want to put your best foot forward and show what you already know. 

Reflect on the recent group that you were going to. Make a few notes on how you felt at the beginning of the same group as above.
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Activity - Solutions
Now imagine that your solution to your expectation (First expectation - above) from before the group and what you actually felt when you arrived (First experience - above) was to be `quiet in the group'. Or perhaps it is to `become an observer of the group'. Or ‘talk up more in smaller groups’ or ‘learn from others’.  Or perhaps it is to go for long walks on your own at lunch. None of these solutions would be unusual in a group. 

Reflect on the recent group that you were going to. Make a few notes on how you `solved ' the conflict of the first expectation and the first experience.
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Solutions
In this framework a solution is the way you act and present in a group as a result of the sum of various motivations that operate within you and within the group. So, the solution is what you see. It is a bit like the net result of a range of emotional vectors. For instance, when participants are very anxious before a group begins, it is highly likely that their solution, that is the way they act in the group, will result in them looking after themselves. When a few people do this then the solution is deemed acceptable by the group, at least until it is modified. Which may mean that when you ask the group questions, no one will answer you. Or when asking for volunteers there is a great reluctance in the group.

A group's solution in this framework is how participants in the group, as a whole, seem to take certain actions or avoid certain actions and deem these acceptable through subtle and generally implicit processes. And a group's solution, if there was high anxiety, might mean that everyone hesitates to respond when you ask questions. Or that they continually find trivial questions to ask you, to avoid doing the group's work, or insist on tea or smoking breaks. The group's solution is the result of the sum of all the personal and interpersonal emotional vectors in a group.

Group Focal Conflict Model and Discussion
Your two experiences described above could easily be put into the following framework.

Need and desire to be accepted


Enthusiastic commitment to learn


Reactive Fear




Disturbing Motive
  X
Solution
 
become quiet in the group

become an observer of the group

go for long walks on your own at lunch

constantly tell stories of your wonderful successes.


Restrictive solutions and enabling solutions
Individual solutions
The solution is what you are seeing in the group. It is the way the group and individuals continue to operate. It is not something arrived at by discussion. It is arrived at by those complex processes of looking, responding, thinking and a hundred other ways of these solutions occurring. E.g. when a joke is made and no-one laughs the next joke will be even more difficult to deliver. Or when someone says something personal and everyone laughs the next person will be much more careful. Or when someone expresses interest in an area and others join in that interest it will become easier to express personal areas of interest in the group. The constant individual human process of selecting certain data and responding to certain data means that 

There are a number of ways of viewing the solutions. In this model if the solution favours the reactive fear then the solution would be called a restrictive solution. Favouring the reactive fear means that dealing with the fear or the anxiety dominates the kinds of action taken. The above solutions could be called restrictive solutions. If the solution takes account of the reactive fear and moves in the direction of the disturbing motive it would be called an enabling solution.  Examples of enabling solutions to the above might be:

-

discuss your difficulty with articulating clearly in the group,

-

have others talk about their anxiety,

-

go for a long walk at lunch with someone else,

-

become an observer but discuss you observations with the group.

Group solutions

If we could, for a moment, imagine that the whole group has a somewhat similar disturbing motive such as `a strong desire to learn and progress'. Also imagine that the members, being human, have a range of anxieties about how they appear to other people in the group, that is a reactive fear such as `I hope I don't make an absolute fool of myself'. Now if most people in the group have these motives and fears operating in them, then the whole group will be developing its own group solution to the following group focal conflict.
Reactive Fear




Disturbing Motive
I hope I don't make an absolute fool of myself

a strong desire to learn and progress








  X
Solution
???????

Activity - Imagining some restrictive group solutions
Remember some of the groups you have been a part of. What are some of the typical solutions groups come up with when faced with the above conflict?
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Activity - Imagining some enabling group solutions
Again, let yourself imagine what an enabling group solution might be given the above conflict.
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How does a group focal conflict occur?
· A group begins and people respond in each group in a unique manner, which is dependant on them and the way in which they perceive the group. 

· When people communicate they may have a number of elements in any comments or discussion they enter into. 

e.g. When someone says `I've had a very difficult time lately.' in a group then that communication can contain many levels of meaning. Are they talking personally, professionally, health wise, weather wise, business wise or what.

· Other members in a group may respond in a number of ways to all or only some of the elements expressed. What is relevant is picked up and what isn't is left, thus a group begins to create a shared concern and a shared culture. What is left is noticed as much as what is picked up.

e.g. When someone says "I've had a very difficult time lately", another group member may pick up on the `lately'. Such as "Yeah, well lately things have been very interesting for me" or they may take up the `difficulty' and respond with "You've had difficulties. Let me tell you about my difficulties!". 

And so it goes. Certain ideas and presentations are responded to and others are left alone and not responded to. And like with the other group stage models, the early stages of a group are concerned with the reduction and management of anxiety. The group will often try to reduce anxiety by doing something about reactive fears. You will all have been in a group where someone always makes a joke when anything difficult is discussed. Or groups where everyone has simply withdrawn and left it to the leader or facilitator. Or where everyone couldn't wait to go and get a coffee or cigarette, even if they didn't smoke. To be successful the solutions must be shared by all the group members and reduce reactive fears in the group.

Group Development with the Group Focal Conflict Model
Stage 1. Formative
New themes emerge and are dealt with for the first time. The culture becomes established with lots of restrictive solutions. The formative phase ends with a shared sense of commitment to the group and a subjective sense of relief from the solutions to the intra group focal conflicts. 

Important enabling solutions such as being able to trust others in the group enough to get on with the work, that the facilitator will assist the group to progress and implicit assumptions that we are all alike, need to happen in the formative stage for the group to continue to progress.

Stage 2. Established
Themes recur and are dealt with repeatedly. There is continual modification of the group culture - both types of solutions happen but enabling solutions predominate.

Restrictive solutions such as intellectualisation and flight towards irrelevant topics, frequent breaks, while most common early in a group life, however still continue to be utilised as escape hatches from time to time. 

· An example of a restrictive solution could be one where participants don’t contribute to a valuable discussion at the expense of the outcomes of the discussion - i.e. only one side is talked about and a pseudo-consensus is formed that leads to ineffective action. 

· Another example would be where a group discusses easy arenas of a topic and doesn’t discuss the important, central or ‘heart of the matter’ areas. Often when this occurs people wonder where the time went as there were ‘good’ discussions but at the end the central issue is not dealt with. Without a real sense of the reactive fears that are produced around a particularly disturbing concern it is often futile to continue to ‘consult’, ‘have discussion’ as the outcomes will continually be restrictive and favour solutions that avoid the distress implied by the reactive fears. 

· Over formal politeness in a group discussion can be a restrictive solution. The politeness minimises disagreements, which can often be very constructive and creative and can both further ideas as well as relationships.

· Restrictive solutions feel safer and more comfortable at the early stages of a group. As a group develops and relationships are formed the old ‘safer and more comfortable’ solutions are found to be restrictive, chaffing and in need of mucking up. If this mucking up is done too early, the mucker-upper (read leader or change provocateur) can often be left out on a limb. If an individual is robust in themselves then they will simply bide their time for another shot at mucking up the outdated (at least at this point for them) norms of the group. When timed well there is often a feeling of release and freedom as a new solution is arrived at. If the mucking up is done in too harsh a manner then the group’s reactive fears can increase and the mucker-upper may get done.

The implication of restrictive and enabling solutions
Restrictive solutions are directed primarily to alleviating fears at the expense of the disturbing motive. So essentially the group will need to return to the conflict in order to progress the maturity and hence the work of the group. This means that avoidance as a solution is always only temporary (unless circumstances intervene - such as people changing jobs, restructures etc). Restrictive solutions can also occur when a group chases its goals at the expense of the reactive fears. Sort of a `the end justifies the means' mentality. This often happens in a group that has unrealistic deadlines and are a motivated group.

Enabling solutions alleviate fears (that is they address the reactive fears) AND allow for the satisfaction or expression of the disturbing motive. That means that the reactive fears are addressed and they are shown to be working against the disturbing motives of the group. For example we could apply a level 2 intervention (Bob Dick – see workshop resource book) in a group, where we inform the group of what is being seen and invite them to comment or think about it. This mostly works better than simply pushing on regardless. However there will be times when you don't have the luxury of spending any time on the group's process and need to `push on regardless'.

In any session you run there will be an equilibrium of forces which shift and sway. People's remarks are relevant to either the disturbing motive, reactive fear, solutions or a combination. Each person's actions change the equilibrium. Sometimes the group is enacting a restrictive solution and other times it is trying out an enabling solution.

At the close of a session the equilibrium status heavily influences the events of the next. If at the end of the session the emphasis was on the disturbing motive then members are more likely to mobilise their defences against the disturbing motive and the next session will be a toughie with more emphasis on restrictive solutions and fears. When group members leave on a high note, expect them to return wondering whether they revealed to much about themselves or anxious about redefining what they said the last time, or rewriting the history of group's last workshop, because they got` to close'. So plan accordingly. Conversely if the session ends on the reactive fears then the members will rally themselves against their fears and the next session will tend to be much easier with a reduction in anxiety and a rise in enabling solutions. Thus if they leave a bit disgruntled and down they will likely return ready to deal with the difficulties. This is quite a paradoxical principle. However it is easily applied when working with groups.

Activity - Group solutions you have been a part of

Reflecting on some recent groups you have been a part of, and describe some of the solutions the groups came up with in terms of their functioning around their purpose.
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Would you call these solutions enabling or restrictive. You may need to develop an idea about the disturbing motive and reactive fear. Make some notes.
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