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COLLABORATION IN SMALL
GROUPS: THEORY AND
TECHNIQUE FOR THE STUDY OF
SMALL-GROUP PROCESSES

James P. Gustafson and Lowell Cooper

THE PROBLEM

Little is known about how consultants work with study groups.! Bion
(1961) describes many of his interventions, but this is quite unusual, since
most reports bracket ‘‘the group process’’ as an entity unto itself, as if it
were not in fact a relation between a particular consultant and a group.
Mann (1975) writes frankly when he suggests that each consultant he has
known has had his own favorite phenomena that he is apt to elicit, yet the
usual reader is left to infer this possibility and scientific progress in clar-
ifying this relation is hindered.

Recording would not necessarily provide intelligibility. As Lewin (1948)
argues, the social field of a small group is complex and quite uneven in
dynamic importance. Psychological variables, which may seem very pow-
erful in abstraction, in fact often may have little dynamic importance in a
group if the social field is not organized to bring them out. For example,
the consultant’s apparent difficulty with intimacy is not material if the
group is pushing in other directions. Lewin attempted to solve this problem
of how the unevenness of the social field might be adequately described
in his concepts of ‘‘quasi-stable equilibria,”” ‘‘channels,”” and ‘‘gate’’
functions. Our argument in this paper is that the social field is shaped very
powerfully by whether or not the working relation between consultant and
group is collaborative or noncollaborative or in transition between these
extremes.

What do we mean by *‘collaboration’’? The dictionary reveals a bright
and a dark side to this word, which is of great importance to the phenomena
we are considering. On the one hand, ‘‘collaboration’” means working
together cooperatively on a project of common concen and benefit. On
the other hand, *‘collaboration’” means to work along with opposition or
enemics in betrayal of one’s own kind or class. In fact, the word can be
used to contain a spectrum of meanings from the bright to the darkest. In
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the nuddle ol this vange. Tor instance. is the meaning that emerged in the
carly wark of the Tuvistock Institute of Human Relations with industrial
frs alter World Wan 11 Jagues (1948) uses the termeexplicity to describe
the Kinds of relations his research group attempt to establish with all parties
concerned in a client firm, from top management to supervisors to labor
union representatives. The terms of the research group were those of being
acceptable o all parties, of making known within the firm the results of
all meetings with subgroups. of joint responsibility for the final report.
Later (Miller. 1976d) this task was conceptualized by Rice in the concept
of “*primary task.” that each party had a common, collaborative interest
in the primary task, which was that task that had to be performed for the
firm to survive. We would summarize this as *collaboration for produc-
tion.”” Its meaning is. however, quite ambivalent: on the bright side, the
success of production and of some work satisfaction, yet, on the dark side,
the realization that more fundamental working demands are usually lost in
the priority that production takes or is allowed.?

This spectrum of political meaning in the collaborative relation is of
greatest importance in the work of a small study group, where a consultant
indicales an interest in working ‘‘collaboratively’” with a group by his
remarks or interpretations.® In our view, what issues is a testing process
in which the group tries to find out what shade of **collaboration’ the
consultant, in fact. means to establish.

The two extremes in meaning of collaboration are reflective of quite
different group atmospheres that evolve. On the one hand is a group that
is organized around having either an internal or external enemy. In a
conference situation this might be the staff or the consultant to the particular
small group. There is the feeling that to work with the consultant is to
collaborate with the enemy; consultant suggestions are used begrudgingly
and there is a continuous underlying feeling that one must be on guard
against vulnerability to withdrawal by or assault from leadership. The other
side of the coin scems quite a bit more difficult for the group to get at
developmentally and relates to some capacity for intimacy: being able to
feel that it is possible to work well in cooperation with other members and
leadership without having to defend against this mode by either developing
4 culture of overinvolved oceanic fusion in which all are part of one big
happy family, or having to have more distance between the self and _others
(as in a more highly competitive situation). It involves modulation of
distance and comfort with cooperation, and is no doubt based on what a
consultant seems to want and encourage by his/her style of intervention.

Our paper is. principally, about this unfolding relationship and process
and its vicissitudes. The plan of the paper is as follows. First, we consider
the collaborative situation in psychoanalysis for comparison, in the light
of recent contributions, from which we borrow. This leads to our for-
mulation of the major initial sources of resistance t0 collaboration in small
groups. Second, we outline the two basic sets of small-group phenomena
inherent in the previous small-group literature, those of noncollaborative
and collaborative groups, and their relation to the leadership offered. Third,

we illustrate these phenomena in practice. Finally, we summarize our
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concept of collaborative leadership, passing tests of its intentions and
capabilities in the light of the usual resistances.

THE ADEQUATE HOLDING ENVIRONMENT

Early psychoanalytic writing emphasized the overcoming of resistance
in the patient. A parallel point of view with respect to groups is forcefully
carried through by Bion in Experiences in Groups (1961), where the ped-
agogy consists of trenchant descriptions to the group of their irrational
patterns of thinking that interfere with cooperation. Bion notes frequently
that describing resistance seems to have little effect on it, even when
described ever so sharply, but he persists in his efforts to secure cooperation
this way nevertheless. In our experience, this method of consultation con-
tinues much the same in the traditions fathered by Bion, the Small Study
Group Event in the Group Relations Conference, as sponsored in England
by the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations and in America by the A.
K. Rice Institute.® Not only is the oral tradition intact, but there has not
been a single article in these traditions that reconsiders the method of
taking study groups.

Psychoanalysts seemed to have learned more in the meanwhile from
their experience concerning collaboration in the two-person situation of
analysis. As children and more disturbed adult patients were taken into
analysis, analysts began to appreciate what little cooperation might be
gotten from the patient, what were the essential elements in this cooper-
ation, and what the analyst could do to foster it. When it could not be
taken for granted and relegated to the background, it became an object for
consideration. This is the literature on the *‘‘therapeutic alliance’’ and on
the analytic setting as containing elements of the mother-child relation.
We will emphasize the contributions of Modell (1976), Balint (1959), and
Klein (1959) as the most pertinent to our reconsideration of the group
situation. In general, the line of thought is as follows: For the patient to
tolerate the painfulness of exploration of old injuries and maintain a lively
curiosity to learn from these experiences, the patient must feel adequately
“*held’’ by the treatment. Although the reference to being held is a metaphor
for the security of the infant held securely by the mother, in fact this
security of the patient extends from literally being supported by the couch
in a pleasant room through a wide range of further protections. The patient
feels held by the understanding of the analyst of matters the patient cannot
hold in his own mind, by the calm of the analyst who is unprovoked, by
the provision of environment in which reality is not overintrusive, but
where fantasy is allowed its own sway (Modell, 1976; Winnicott, 1965).
The patient may range freely between the cozy dark comfort of curling up
on the couch, if the larger domain is too much for him, to ranging about
the room or in his mind on wide-ranging adventures in the open spaces,
if enclosure is threatening (Balint, 1959). In all, the adequate or **good
enough’” holding environment provides the conditions or background of
safety (Sandler, 1960; Weiss, 1971). This background is necessary even
to the healthiest of neurotic patients for them to spin out the substance of
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