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Abstract

Working in the here and now of group life demands a sociodrama practitioner’s full and creative

engagement with whatever emerges. It calls upon them, at times, to stand metaphorically naked –

willing to be vulnerable, undefended and accepting of their own fallibility – while sustaining

confidence in and connection to their own spontaneity.

In any given moment a group interaction may hang finely in the balance. Depending on what

happens next, the work of the group will be progressed or inhibited. These are moments of

possibility. And where the potential impact is great, they may be thought of as critical moments.

This thesis considers the functioning of a sociodrama practitioner, exploring six critical moments in a

one-day team building program where spontaneity in the group is strongly affected by conserves

which inhibit speaking up.
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Preface

The phone rings, it is a friend….“I want you to put these dates in your diary for October next year. Just

do it. I’ve been to this workshop and it’s on again next year. I can’t explain it, but at the end I just

wanted to jump up on a chair, wave my arms and speak out to the world! You should go. You should.

You should.”

“Hmmmm. Ok then.” Aside to the universe….Yeah, right. You’ve not led me astray before, but

standing on a chair, waving my arms and shouting to the world? I’m not seeing that happening. Good

job there’s plenty of time between now and October to come up with a tenable excuse.

Of course when October duly arrived I, as a Diligent Soldier, took a deep breath and marched off to

the “workshop”….Stanwell Tops 2010, a 4 day residential with Max Clayton and Rollo Browne. I

strode in that first morning knowing no-one other than my friend, and finding myself confronted by a

room containing nothing other than a wide arc of 24 chairs. Another aside to the universe….What the

#$%^ have I let myself in for here? Where are the tables????

My work lies primarily in organisations, supporting individuals and groups to recognise and realise

more of their individual and collective potential.

As a practitioner I have been somewhat of a bowerbird, my own development more organic in its

evolution than structured. Informed initially by my lengthy experience working within organisations

as a team member – in functional, project and management roles – I progressively developed an

interest in assisting people to work more effectively together and realise more of their potential.

This is now the full focus of my work as an independent practitioner.

Prior to encountering the philosophies of JL Moreno, I had been influenced by an eclectic array of

theory and practice from multiple disciplines including leadership, systems thinking, organisation

culture and organisational psychology. Moreno has added a depth and richness to my world; I have

an expanded experience of myself as a spontaneous and creative being; a deeper valuing of the life

blood of here and now encounter as a source of nourishment and learning. The flow through impact

on my practice has, to my great delight, been paradoxically subtle yet revolutionary – enriching my

enjoyment, my satisfaction and my effectiveness.

From that first deeply naïve stride into the unknown at Stanwell Tops, I’ve not looked back. The

ensuing ride has been enlivening, validating and at times frightening, with the odd stumble and

sideways shuffle. But never a backward step. I am learning how to be, rather than do. How to be

with myself. How to, as beautifully expressed by poet David Wagoner, stand still in the here so that

the forest might find me, in moments when I am lost and vulnerable.

And I have unearthed an additional and completely unexpected treasure, claiming a tribe and a

place for myself firmly within it. What riches!
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Lost

Stand still. The trees ahead and bushes beside you

Are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here,

And you must treat it as a powerful stranger,

Must ask permission to know it and be known.

The forest breathes. Listen. It answers,

I have made this place around you,

If you leave it you may come back again, saying Here.

No two trees are the same to Raven.

No two branches are the same to Wren.

If what a tree or bush does is lost on you,

You are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows

Where you are. You must let it find you.

David Wagoner
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Introduction

More important than the evolution of the creation is the evolution of the creator.
JL Moreno

Thesis Focus

What is the work of a sociodramatist conducting one-off team building events in organisations? In

particular, this thesis considers the functioning of a sociodramatist when faced with critical moments

in the lead up to and in conducting such events.

The typical phases in conducting team building include investigation, preparation and then the

actual workshop itself. Forearmed with knowledge of the system they will be working within, the

dynamics they may be likely to meet and an understanding of the objective of the work, a

sociodramatist may pre-plan their approach with an eye to making the most of available time.

However, preparation will only take the practitioner so far: shifting gears from preparation to living

in the here and now of actual group life demands they engage fully and creatively with whatever

actually happens in the group, responding to whatever critical moments inevitably emerge.

Nakedness and Critical Moments

As an evolving sociodramatist my interest lies in developing my functioning in the here and now

emergence of group life where, moment by moment, I stand metaphorically naked – living in the

now, without answers, willing to be vulnerable, unencumbered, undefended, this is who I am.

In any given moment a group interaction may hang finely in the balance and depending on what

happens next, the work of the group will be progressed or inhibited. Perhaps something new and

enlivening is emerging, precious but vulnerable and in need of nurturing. Or we, as a group, may find

ourselves confronted by entrenched patterns of thinking, feeling and action which inhibit our

spontaneity, our readiness for free action.

These are moments of possibility. And where the potential impact is great, they may be thought of

as critical moments.

Critical moments are not necessarily foreseeable. They are, by nature, emergent. Nor are they

always immediately recognisable. Sometimes I may know then and there that what I do or say next

is overwhelmingly important to the work of the group. Other times I might only find out after the

event, or I may never know what moments truly made a difference, for better or worse. Especially so

in one-off events where there is no follow up.

In the face of such unknowables, trusting in the method and developing and trusting in myself – in

my functioning in the here and now – is crucial.
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Team Building In Organisations

My practice as a sociodramatist lies primarily in organisations. The driving objective in this context is

to create sustainable organisational performance. The client expects a return on invested time and

money. And whilst not universally the case, their desire is often that this comes quickly and frugally.

This desire for speed and frugality sits at odds with the inherent complexity and interconnectedness

of an organisational environment. Individuals, groups, the organisation as a whole and the world in

which it operates are interrelated and interdependent. No element resides in isolation from other

elements of the internal and external environment.

Practicing in such a landscape requires me, as a sociodramatist, to not only function effectively in the

here and now, but to concurrently hold the holistic complexity of the larger system.

One-Off Workshops

In my experience it is common for clients in organisations to seek quick fix interventions, in isolation

from the holistic organisational context, or in the absence of a guiding strategy. The ubiquitous

“team building” day is often a stand-alone, one-off event, held infrequently, irregularly and in

reaction to some perceived performance issue or team conflict.

I have found that the restrictive nature of such a brief impacts significantly on my opportunity to

work with and facilitate a group toward solutions which enable them to move beyond the status

quo, toward their objective or their preferred way of being. Exposure is limited in terms of familiarity

and time, as the relationship between us largely starts and ends within the confines of a single day.

There is no follow up session with the group in which we might reflectively revisit or strategically

build on the critical moments of group life which emerge today.

The following chapter explores the theoretical underpinnings of the application of sociodramatic

principles and techniques within the organisational practice of team building.
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Putting Practice Into Context: Literature Review

Team building in organisations is a huge field, eclectic and unregulated, its growth fuelled by an

ongoing thirst for organisational efficiency and effectiveness. Prospective clients looking for ways to

improve the performance of their team in some general or specific dimension, find themselves

confronted by practitioners offering a bewildering array of options, ranging from highly structured

programs built on proprietary frameworks and psychometric diagnostics, to sending the team off to

“bond” as they abseil down cliff faces, or play “master chef” for a day.

Working With Intact Teams

Team building practitioners will usually find themselves working with intact groups of some

description – an executive team, a functional team, a project team – explicitly formed within an

organisation to deliver a specific task or function, to meet a specific organisational goal or objective.

Organisational success, for both individual and team, is a fundamentally interdependent endeavour.

Individuals’ livelihood and work satisfaction is also at stake in this interdependency.

In this context, the concept of the “system” – the environment that the team actually sits within, the

internal and external forces impacting upon them – is known, graspable and comprehensible to the

group and the practitioner. Further, the relationship dynamics of an intact team pre-date and will

extend beyond the team building workshop itself. Members have pre-existing working relationships

of some form and it is often the case that team building work involves addressing existing conflicts

or other relationship issues within the team, as illustrated in Browne’s work with a marketing team

[2011].

Like other organisational work, team building is also typically characterised by a three way

contractual arrangement – the practitioner, the contracting client and the group. The client who

contracts the work may or may not be part of the group. Often the client will be the manager of the

group, but may not be fully aware of their personal contribution to the group dynamic. It is not

uncommon, as highlighted by Wiener [1997:93], that the team leader is actually “the problem”.

Key Influences on Practice

Practitioners in the field draw on a vast diversity of theory, a review of which is beyond the scope of

this paper. However, to illustrate, in my own case I learned from Kolb’s work on learning cycles and

styles [1984] that knowledge creation occurs through the transformation of experience; I found in

Knowles’ work on adult learning principles [1970] a powerful basis for structuring workshops and

activities; Senge’s perspectives on systemic thinking [1990], particularly in an organisational context,

led me to focus on individuals as part of a wider system, rather than just on the individuals

themselves; the Human Synergistics model of organisational culture pioneered by Lafferty

[www.humansynergistics.com], with its embedded world views, thinking styles and resulting

behavioural interactions provided me a client friendly framework for individual and group

behavioural development; Cook-Greuter’s model of ego development [2005] prompted me to look

for strengths and limitations in the maturity levels of individual clients; and Wilber’s integral model
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of individual and collective domains [2006] powerfully expanded both my and my client’s systemic

perspectives.

The strength of these theories and frameworks is that they provide an analytic lens, proposing

models of how the world and people within in it may be understood – how they might be described,

categorised and most effectively influenced, interacted with and so forth. Their weakness as a body

of collected theories is that a practitioner needs some fundamental organising principle to bring

them together. Secondly, they do not offer an experiential way of understanding and working with

people. That is, they lack a grounded experiential perspective of how people “get with” one another

in the actual here and now moments of working with a team.

Integrating Moreno

Moreno fills this gap, contributing a fundamental addition to the team building landscape: a focus on

being, on being in relationship, on living in the here and now, on the imperative contribution and yet

un-conservable nature of spontaneity. He conceives group members as creative beings; he casts

them as active co-creators, meeting, experiencing and responding to their real world.

The challenge Moreno consequently presents to practitioners in team building is to bring themselves

fully into relationship with the team – to rise up and meet them in the moment, as spontaneous

beings and genuine co-creators – in the reality of their world. His experiential, protagonist

empowered focus contrasts with the imposed structures of more analytic interventions (such as

psychometric tests), often used in team building, which position the subject in a submissive role,

tending to produce suspicion and tension [Moreno 1953:105].

Two key aspects of Moreno’s organising philosophy – creativity and sociometry – have clear

implications in team building work.

Theory of Spontaneity-Creativity

Moreno’s theory of Spontaneity-Creativity sits at the very heart of his philosophy. The infinite

creativity of the universe is embodied within each player; each one a creative genius “compelled to

use…his own personality as an experimental tool and the situation around him as raw material”. This

creativity is materialised through the arch catalyst of spontaneity, the here and now force propelling

the individual toward a novel response to his existing or previously un-encountered situations. More

or less spontaneity may be required, depending on the situation being faced, however, spontaneity

is not a conservable force and thus needs to be generated through a process of warm up [Moreno

1993:11-20].

Just as Moreno concluded that the fate of a culture is decided by the creativity of its carriers

[1993:12], I note that the fate of a team is decided by the creativity of its members; and in an

organisational context there can be many impediments to spontaneity. The complexity and strength

of entrenched conserves – the existing control structures, values, mindsets, behaviours and

processes – can be daunting to both individual and team. Thus the work of an effective practitioner

is focused on successfully warming a group up to accessing their spontaneity. This is done in relation

to the specific purpose of any given workshop and also with the general objective of spontaneity
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training, that is, enhancing the team’s self-propelled ability to warm up to and access their

spontaneity in the face of the critical moments of their everyday situations.

Sociometry

Also foundational in Moreno’s philosophy is the concept of sociometry; individuals do not exist in

isolation but rather within a network of relationships and interactions which are at the nucleus of

every interaction [Moreno 1993:24]. In the interdependent environment of an organisation the

pattern of attraction and repulsion, the strength and quality of relationships between individuals

and sub-groups – within and between teams, and with the outside world – has a fundamental

impact on team effectiveness. However, organisation members are often not attuned to the

patterns of their sociometry – patterns which may not be readily visible or consciously considered

and comprehended. Bringing the patterns to visibility with the group assists them to make sense of

the underlying assumptions, expectations and perspectives of their world and to warm up to

exploring and enacting new possibilities.

As the team explores their situations and concerns, roles (functioning forms “the individual assumes

in the specific moment” [Moreno 1961:65]) will emerge in response to each other, and to other

people or events in the system [Clayton, M 1994B:123].

To provide further insight when working with individuals in psychotherapy, roles may be categorised

as belonging to progressive, coping or fragmenting gestalts [Clayton, L 1982:111-117]. I borrow this

perspective when working in a team setting, seeing progressive roles as those which move the team

toward their common purpose; coping roles maintain individual or collective safety but in doing so

protect the status quo, failing to produce purposeful new outcomes; fragmenting roles, although

rarely seen in the true sense in team building work, see individuals unable to maintain relationship

with each other, disconnected, reactive and alienated from common purpose. Roles can thus be

identified and collaboratively evaluated by the team according to whether they support the

adequate functioning of individuals or the team as a whole, within the context of their purpose.

Sociometric and role exploration can be enlivening to the group in team building workshops,

bringing the reality of their everyday world to light and life. Identifying the roles in play, and their

impact, assists both the practitioner and the team to identify what individual and collective

adjustment or transformation may be helpful in progressing the aims of the group [Clayton

1994B:123]. Whilst sociometric and role analyses prior to a workshop can assist the practitioner in

their planning, Moreno does stress the importance of such analyses occurring live, with and as one

of the team, “in situ….acting as they would when engaged in real living” to obtain the truest picture

[Moreno 1993:33].

The integration of Moreno’s perspectives can significantly sharpen the focus of a practitioner’s work

with teams and individuals. The practitioner becomes less interested in educating folks, more in

fostering their being through enriched sociometry and spontaneity; less a benevolent scientist, more

an experiential co-researcher. In this context an effective team is one characterised by a readiness

and capacity for dialogue, an openness to and awareness of their systemic landscape and ready

access to spontaneity. Together these attributes can underpin the adequate functioning of a team in

the face of the emerging realities of their organisational world.
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Building on these concepts of creativity and sociometry, the practice of team building is further

enriched by Moreno’s thinking on groups as the vehicle for change and on creative leadership.

The Group As The Vehicle For Change

The Team Is the Focus

Organisational development theorists identify teams as the basic building blocks of organisations.

Groups, rather than individuals, are seen as the focus of change and development [Beckhard

1969:114].

Parallels can be drawn with Moreno’s social atom as “the smallest living social unit”, recognising the

interdependence of team members: “a person needs a number of other persons to accomplish his

ends and the other persons need him to help them accomplish theirs” [Moreno 1993:136/137]. Team

members may have little choice as to who is in their team, bringing added pressures to the atom, as

highlighted by Moreno and brought out in Homans’ [1950] analysis of team sociometry and system

forces in a live organisational context.

Moreno’s methodologies inherently engage the group as the vehicle for change. In psychodramatic

work the group is engaged in service of an individual protagonist; other group members in turn

benefit from their involvement and experience [Moreno 1960:119].

However, Moreno identified the limitations of psychodrama in dealing with collective issues, and in

response created sociodrama as a vehicle to “focus its dramatic eye upon the collective factors”

[1985:354]. In an organisational context it is the interests and issues of the group, the team as a

whole, which is paramount. As such, a sociodramatic approach is advantageous as “the true subject

of a sociodrama is the group.…it is the group as a whole that has to be put on the stage to work out

its problem” [1993:59].

Working Systemically With Groups

Awareness of the background context of the commissioning client and the target team provides

helpful insight for the practitioner – understanding the team and organisation culture is a pre-

requisite for making effective interventions [Thomson 1997:28].

Browne provides a helpful overview of the systemic nature of the sociodramatist’s focus – “….the

director thinks systemically about a presenting situation and identifies the various parts of the

system and the dynamics between those parts so that the group learns about what shapes its

behaviour….making descriptions about such things as the roles, relationships, rules, norms,

behaviours, patterns and social forces operating in the social system” [2005:10]. Such descriptions

may be part of the sociodramatist’s private awareness and analysis as well as an active ingredient in

the group work itself.

Systemic thinking also encompasses the sociodramatist’s understanding and application of relevant

models of group dynamics. A number of theorists have added to this body of work including Bion

[1961], Berne [1964] and Whitaker and Lieberman [1964].
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Whitaker and Lieberman’s Focal Conflict Model is very helpful in the team building context, where

motivating forces propel the group toward their goal or preferred new way of being, whilst reactive

forces restrict and keep the group safe at the expense of achieving their objective. The solutions

adopted by the group in the face of these opposing forces may be restrictive, alleviating their fear at

the expense of achieving their goal, or enabling, allowing for some satisfaction of the objective. As

group life ebbs and flows the practitioner can be actively assessing the balance of motivating and

reactive forces and the solutions which emerge, particularly in critical moments, intervening as

appropriate to encourage the group toward enabling solutions [Clayton 1994A:33].

The Practitioner As Creator – Creative Leadership

Moreno saw the personality of the practitioner as their greatest asset [Moreno, ZT 1969:3]. And

their ongoing evolution as a creative being – “the evolution of the creator” – as immensely

important. A practitioner who stays connected with their own creative genius, as well as that of

other group members, is well placed to live as themselves, bold and undefended in the now, “deeply

committed to making mistakes” [Clayton 2011]. This not only enhances the practitioner’s own

effectiveness, but also models spontaneity and creativity for the group.

As group leader, the practitioner needs to be “the most spontaneous member of the group”, flexibly

working with all group members to best facilitate the interactions of the group in accord with their

purpose [Moreno, ZT 1969:3]. The high stakes of critical moments offer an added challenge to the

practitioner in sustaining their own spontaneity, as well as that of the group, in the face of the

mobilised system [Browne 2005:28].

In a related vein, McMorland [1998] explores the role system of a practicing sociodramatist,

identifying those roles which support a generic organisational team builder to step fully into

sociodramatic practice as a “courageous self-sustaining professional” and highlighting the inherent

vulnerability that this entails.

As a practitioner moves from pre-workshop research and planning to living fully in the moment with

the group, they must necessarily change gears, bringing to the fore a different or further range of

roles, else they may trip themselves up adhering to a plan that is no longer effective. The potential

dislocation between creative architect and creative producer is beautifully illustrated by Platander

[2011:236]: “I was still a bit pissed off by the fact that, partially, the enactment had gone in a

different direction to the one I had intended.”

The Literature on Sociodrama in Organisational Work

There is an expanding body of literature regarding the contemporary application of sociodrama in an

organisation context, from a wide range of practitioners including Wiener [1997], Thomson [1997],

McMorland [1998], Hutt [2001], Synnot [1992,2005], Browne [2005,2008,2011] and Reekie [2011].

The recently published Sociodrama In A Changing World [2011] is an anthology of the practice of

sociodrama around the world, including a specific collection of writings from a further range of

organisational practitioners including White, Platander and Partanen-Hertell.
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The literature is rich with insight into how practitioners approach their work, identifying a purpose,

and coming to grips with the organisation of the system they are working with. Key Morenian

principles and techniques including: belief in the creative genius, the importance of warm up and

adequate structure in facilitating spontaneity, awareness of sociometry, role theory, role systems

and group dynamics are consistently identified.

Notwithstanding this richness, most writers, with the exception of Wiener [1997], do not focus on

team building per se, so a practitioner must read widely to see what processes most assist.

Contextual issues of organisational work, such as the importance of maintaining focus at the group

rather than personal work level, are commonly identified [see Browne 2005], as is the potential

aversion to role play [see McMorland 1998]. Wiener provides salient advice regarding the

challenging nature of organisational work, describing it as akin to “a non-stop six to eight hour family

session” and consequently recommends organisational practitioners work in pairs wherever practical

[1997:81].

Case studies from practitioners such as Thomson [1997], Browne [2011], Hutt [2001] and Synnot

[1992] report on interventions within strategic programs which extend over lengthy periods,

sometimes years. However, there is little reference in the literature to once-off team building

workshops where the intervention is time limited. In my experience such events remain common,

despite the general move in organisations toward a more strategic consideration of interventions.

There also appears to be a dearth of available literature providing insight into how sociodramatists

have functioned in practice, for better or worse, with critical moments. With an interest in the

functioning of the practitioner, I am enlivened by and learn from the immediacy of dramatic

moments described in juxtaposition with the practitioner’s warm up and internal responses. Such

rendering illustrates not just how to, or what was done, but also the state of being of the

practitioner.

For instance, Browne’s nervous anticipation is palpable in his description of the room in which he

works with juvenile offenders “There is nothing breakable in the room, no sharp edges and the chairs

are plastic...There is nothing to tear, no posters, no carpet. Nothing comfortable….All doors, windows

and peepholes are security locked at all times. All the adults, except me, have keys” [2005b:35 my

bold]. Synnot’s affront and determination in a critical moment with a group member are similarly

tangible in the strength of her response “I rise up from my chair and feel that my whole life is

focussed in this moment. I say that I am drawing out my sword and as I say this I enact this with

every fibre of my being” [2005:29].

These are by no means isolated examples, but further publication of such illustrative and reflective

material would be greatly beneficial for students of the method, as for all the value of good planning

and preparation, it is in the naked immediacy of here and now moments that the real challenges to a

practitioner’s functioning are met.

In the next chapter I explore the functioning of a practitioner in action, illustrated within the context

of a stand-alone Team Planning Day undertaken for a client. The workshop is an example of an
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intervention where there is only limited opportunity to work with a group and focuses on how I

have, for better or worse, worked with critical moments.
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Critical Moments In the Work

I have been contacted by Cora1, an occasional client, who manages a medium size team of 20-30 at

Vistro, a large service organisation of some 2400 employees. She asks if I would be available to run a

one day workshop for her team.

My Previous Experience With This System

Vistro operates in a highly competitive industry sector, heavily regulated and subject to significant

political and community scrutiny. Recent regulatory changes have shifted the competitive landscape

considerably, amplifying competitive pressures and requiring substantial change. Based on my

previous experiences within Vistro, I already know that a culture of adversarial competition between

divisions undermines Vistro’s relative market performance, leaving it mid-range within the sector. A

new CEO has recently been appointed and is implementing a range of strategies to significantly lift

overall performance.

I am aware, anecdotally and based on my own observations, that individuals and groups at all levels

within Vistro are experiencing raised levels of stress and conflict arising from the changing regulatory

environment and the CEO’s increased focus on performance. There is considerable scrutiny both

outside and inside the organisation, expectations are high and much is at stake in terms of Vistro’s

ongoing viability and the reputation of the new CEO.

Cora is an enthusiastic supporter of the CEO’s performance focus and her team plays a central role in

performance reporting. Their ability to rapidly design, gather and report on performance metrics has

a direct impact on the CEO’s success as a breakthrough change leader. The CEO has already

demanded much from the team, requiring a broad range of new reporting to be produced in a tight

time frame.

The increased transparency ensuing from this new performance reporting has exposed the individual

and collective performance of Vistro’s executive team. Previously accustomed to leading

independent divisional fiefdoms, they are displeased and uncomfortable with the CEO’s challenge to

their autonomy. This has resulted in a dynamic of resistance to providing performance data; and also

resentment between other divisions and the CEO and Cora’s team who are requesting the data.

Following Cora’s initial contact I begin to form an overall image of the dynamic. The CEO is cracking

the whip over the recalcitrant executive team. Cora’s team, conscripted into a supporting role in

enforcing the new regime, provide a convenient lightning rod for the resentment of others who are

unhappy with or overwhelmed by the CEO’s raised performance expectations. They are facing the

CEO’s demands, without cooperation and supportive leadership from their colleagues in other parts

of the organisation.

In prior engagements with Cora I have experienced her as an enthusiastic, purposeful and

determined achiever, but also a Quixotic crusader of sorts – isolated, idealistic, emotionally

1
Details of the organisation and the names of the individuals involved, have been changed to protect the

identity of all.
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somewhat disconnected from the reality of those around her and highly resistant to self-reflection. I

know she relishes being recognised and valued as a ‘save the day’ problem conqueror by the

previous and current CEOs. And that this behaviour has attracted the resentment of some of her

peers.

In our previous interactions Cora has displayed little practical awareness of her leadership style,

which although achievement focused, is somewhat hands-off, disjointed and perfectionistic, leaving

her team feeling swamped by expectations, weary and disaffected. She has not displayed much

awareness of the extent to which team members have become disaffected and feel inadequately

supported by her, despite this being clearly reflected in a recent 360o review. Beyond this I do not

yet have a clear picture of the current relationships between Cora and her team.

As I picture the overall system I feel how highly political it is and imagine this would probably be

reducing the likelihood of folks openly speaking out. I warm up to Cora’s team as pawns in the game,

likely to be operating with reduced spontaneity. I wonder what is actually going on within the team

under all this pressure.

The Briefing Conversation

Cora invites me to facilitate a “planning day” for her team, offsite from their normal place of work, at

a picturesque location, perhaps by the ocean.

She indicates the team has been under a lot of pressure. She describes them to me three times as a

“high performing team” but then each time goes on to provide examples of their failure to deliver.

Most of the examples of poor performance relate to her direct reports, Greg, Michael and Peter

(team leaders of the functional sub-groups within the team). Cora openly expresses her frustration.

Cora: (indignant tone) …. And they want unfettered access to interrupt me whenever they want.

Well there are other things more important!

Jenny: Hmmm. What is the purpose of the day?

C: (big sigh, rolls eyes back)….I don’t know…..I want them to feel loved….

J: I don’t think a day by the seaside is going to achieve that for you.

C: I’m worried that they will be expecting a day out at a local resort, because that’s what

another team did. They iced cakes and had fun.

J: Hmmm. How many are there in the team now?

C: (shaking head)….I’m not sure…..there are new ones and some have left….maybe 26 or 27?

Cora appears resentful of the effort required to meet the needs of her staff. I am a little taken aback,

but with the good of the team members in mind I decide to connect with the underlying progressive

element of her seeking me out for assistance, focusing on her purposeful search for support.

Critical Moment 1: Is The Brief Workable?

Jenny: Let’s come back to the purpose of the day. What do you think the staff would think it is

important to discuss?

Cora: ……(looking thoughtful)…….hmmm…..I don’t know
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J: What sorts of things have you been doing with the team since the last workshop I did with

them? (4 years previously)

C: (matter-of-factly)……Nothing, we haven’t done anything since that last day you did with us

J: Ok, then perhaps we could ask them.

C: (peevishly)……They won’t talk in the group. Whenever I ask if anyone has any questions at

the team meetings no one ever says anything.

J: Ok, not talking in the group can be my job to sort out. How about we send out some

questions to them, asking what they’d like to talk about? They can send their responses

confidentially to me if that would help

Discussion: Through this exchange Cora appears unperturbed by her own lack of action or success in

this context, having apparently done little in 4 years to develop the capability and dynamics of the

team. Nor to develop her own ability to warm them up to expression when they are lacking

spontaneity or feeling vulnerable. I sense how isolated she is.

My hypothesis is that an underdeveloped capacity to connect with the team and to cultivate her

own and others’ capabilities is most likely contributing to their under-performance. However, the

brief as offered is restrictive, in that it excludes recognition of relevant role development for Cora as

the team leader. Her restrictive solution addresses her concerns about the team performance by, in

large part, handing off her burden of responsibility for it to me.

In this critical moment with Cora I feel the responsibility for leadership settling on my shoulders. I

warm up to the team and the plight they are in. The way forward is hanging in the balance – I

wonder if I am allowing the pleasure of being invited to assist her team to block out the question of

whether this brief is actually workable. Given my assessment of Cora’s existing role set and the

limited time available in the workshop, I realise it will be more productive to focus the work of the

day on spontaneity training and role development for the team, rather than on rehabilitation of Cora

as their leader. I decide to stand in my own creative being and trust in my own spontaneity to be

able to work in this system despite Cora’s restricted leadership capacity. I choose to accept.

Whilst not addressing the underlying issue of Cora’s leadership, I am optimistic that there may at

least be an opportunity for team performance and leadership to be discussable at the group level

during the workshop, which would be a step in a progressive direction and as much as might be

reasonably feasible in the circumstances.

Warming Up To The Work

Following the conversation with Cora, I begin preparations for the workshop, first hypothesizing, as

part of my own warm up, as to how her team members may be responding to the pressures of what

presents as a demanding and hostile work environment.

Another image of the team comes to me, this time as a group of floundering shipwreck passengers,

struggling to keep their heads above the water. Cora too is a frantic paddler, fighting to keep her

own head above the water. In doing so I get a strong sense of a lack of hope, little optimism that

things can be different in this system. I feel my own energy flag. But I also know this isn’t the full

truth of it. I believe in the group as creative beings whose spontaneity can be mobilised in service of
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creating new responses, thus rekindling their sense of hope. This knowledge reanimates my own

spontaneity.

Next, team members are engaged via an email survey, to find out what they are interested in

focusing on at the workshop. This is the first step in warming them up and further informs my own

thinking. A range of common themes is evident in their responses, mirroring what I already know of

the environment in which the team operates and my sense of the leadership breakdowns within the

team.

The language in their emails reflects a dynamic of “us versus the external world”, the inside versus

the outside, a sense of disconnection and isolation from the world beyond the group –

“we are at the end of the line”.…“not getting appropriate buy-in”.…

“an afterthought”.…“important communications are not reaching us”

Within the group there is a reinforcement of this sense of isolation and disconnection, both vertically

(between staff and managers) and horizontally (between the three functional sub-groups). Many

concerns are expressed but almost no ideas as to how they might be addressed –

“communication not working”….“lacking co-operation”….“not backing each other up”….

….“silo mentality”….“team meetings are not working”….

“lack of leadership which inspires and motivates”….“authoritarian leadership”….

I prepare a summary of themes raised by team members, which further assists me to reverse roles

with them. Role reversing aids me in structuring the facilitation plan, anticipating and preparing

myself for what challenges and opportunities may emerge on the day. What are they expecting?

What are they hoping for? I plan to use the summary during the workshop to engage the group via

their own language. I also warm up to the potential of a sociodramatic enactment to assist team

members to raise their system awareness and fully experience their world as it is, in order to

mobilise the spontaneity needed to generate options for change.

Finally, I confirm the objectives of the workshop with Cora as being to –

a) begin to bring the team members back into collaborative and cooperative relationship with

one another

b) raise awareness of the system impacts on their individual and collective functioning

c) get things surfaced and initiate conversations

d) model how to explore problems together

My preparations are now complete. I am feeling optimistic but also realistic – we only have one day

and I am not aware of any other complementary interventions being contemplated. Hence it is

important for me to sustain my warm up to trusting in the method, my own sense of hope and my

own belief that the creative life force of each participant extends beyond the boundaries of the

workshop.
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The Day of the Workshop

The group is gathered in a bright airy room with a scenic view. They have progressively straggled in

but by the start time there are still some who have not arrived. Cora chases people via telephone.

After a time, with just one or two more yet to arrive, she decides we should wait no longer. During

this period I ponder to what extent this is a typical pattern for the group, reflecting their internal

disconnection from one another and from Cora as leader. We begin 15 minutes late.

This first session is focused on building a warm up in the group – to the work of the day and to each

other. I have in mind to create a culture where participants can freely and honestly express

themselves.

To position her firmly as a leader engaged with her team, I have asked Cora to open the workshop,

outlining her hopes and objectives for the day. She begins with a warm welcome to the team and

myself. She is appreciating having gathered the group together, given that it happens so rarely.

Whilst warm in her expression, Cora does not appear relaxed when addressing the group, speaking

for little more than a minute before handing over to me.

After framing our work for the day I outline the themes which I have identified from their emails and

other group materials to which I have access. I take care to place my reflections in a systemic context

– how the group sees itself relative to the external world (of the rest of the organisation and

beyond) and how the group perceives itself internally.

Speaking as a doubling voice for the group as a whole, I express my sense of what is lacking that

group members are longing for –

Jenny: There is a lack of openness and listening to each other. A lack of an environment where we

can comfortably raise, explore and resolve issues. There is social interaction, but we aren’t having

conversations about what really matters to us.

and suggest that sustainable performance requires recognising and working with our

interdependence, within and beyond the group –

Jenny: We need each other to succeed.

This has taken a little under 5 minutes. The group has sat quietly and attentively as I speak. There is

some general nodding, but no verbal expression of agreement or dissent. When I am finished I invite

responses. One or two people speak up in agreement, but the majority are silent.

I sense that the group are interested in what I have said, but not ready to fully engage. Despite the

motivation expressed in their emails toward being able to talk about the things that matter to them,

in this moment the group has adopted a solution that maintains safety through silence and

depending on a small few to speak up. This is clearly restrictive.

To warm the group up to expression I move to produce a spectrogram. Laying out a continuum on

the criteria “we connect and collaborate well as a group”, I invite all present to place themselves

somewhere along the line. There is an immediate lift of energy in the room. Everyone is on their feet

and considering where to place themselves. There is jovial banter between people as eventually

everyone finds their place. The spectrogram has provided an enabling solution.
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The distribution is skewed toward the negative view ie that “we do not connect and collaborate

well”, with a wide distribution of views, but no isolated outliers.

Critical Moment 2: I See It Differently

I invite observations and several people warm up to curiosity about what they see –

“I wonder what the people at the ends are thinking?”

“We seem to be grouped into new starters and those who have been here a long time.”

“I think it is grouped into those of us that work with words and those that work with

statistics. The statistics people see things more simply.”

“No!! I see it differently…”

As this last person speaks out her tone sparks visible tension in the group and I sense they could shut

down or ignore her. Here it is, the first test of my leadership. I rise up in my being. I know I must

model to the group the ability to hear dissenting views. I want to create a norm of people staying in

relationship, valuing what each has to say and being aware of the impact they have on each other.

Thus I know it is critical that I support her expression, even though I don’t know what might happen

when I do. Whilst not concerned, I am aware that the group might reject me along with her.

So, I nod as she speaks and encourage her to continue when she breaks off. I also coach her to be

aware of how others are impacted by what she is expressing. In this critical moment I am actively

moving against a group norm, by encouraging her honest, if unpopular, expression.

The group tolerates the friction and other individuals respond. Some group members are now

looking more interested and energised and others more relaxed as, whether or not actively

expressing themselves, they experience that alternative views can be expressed in the group without

either being shut down or conflict erupting.

Discussion: In this critical moment I have openly nailed my colours to the mast, displaying my core

value of being open to and unafraid of engaging with dissenting views. I have, for the first time,

intervened against the group’s usual practice of avoiding or shutting down open expression. I am

happy the group accepts my leadership. They continue to warm up to the expression of difference

and in time a new norm may emerge.

Leading Up To A Sociodrama

Building on the increased spontaneity, I next invite members to form into rotating pairs to discuss

three questions –

1. Based on where the group is at now, what am I delighted about and what am I disappointed

about?

2. What are my hopes and fears for the future in this group?

3. Given all of that, what is important, what matters to me?
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My intention is to further warm them up to expressing themselves in the moment. I want them

more fully in their being, in touch with their feelings, hence my use of emotive language in the

questions and the expression of both poles – delight and disappointment, hopes and fears. I expect

this will occur more naturally and rapidly in the dyads or small groups. The warm up is not yet

sufficiently developed to do it in the group as a whole, where individual display is at greater risk of

being shut down and where the individuals’ fear of sanction or rejection is greater.

The volume of conversation lifts considerably. Individuals speak animatedly with each other and

appear to be relishing their conversations. The range of facial expressions and body language

indicate to me that individuals are exploring both poles of the questions and thus engaging in a

fuller, less censored experience of their working world.

We move back into table groups and the discussion of ‘what matters’ continues with loud

enthusiasm. After a time there are 12 ‘things that matter’ listed on flip chart sheets. The 12 are

placed on the floor around the room and I direct group members to stand by the item they would

most like to explore today. This maintains individuals’ active and visible engagement with the issues

and reinforces the experience of it being ok for these issues to be openly acknowledged and

discussed.

The topics of the chosen items reflect the deepening warm up of the group. They are defined with

clarity and have been presented with a balance of concern and desire to explore and create

solutions.

At this point we break for morning tea.

Discussion: Cora’s expectation that people would not speak openly in the full group has not come to

pass. With adequate attention to warm up, enabling structures and an absence of domination or

hijacking by the group leaders, much has been expressed. The work of warming the group up to

expression and emotions has strengthened their sociometry and openness to one another.

Following morning tea, the group begin to connect more fully with their experience of how things

are in their everyday work world.

I first set them a novel physical problem-solving task – creating and then untying a “Human Knot” –

during the course of which the group’s spontaneity rises. They become verbally and physically

playful and co-operative with each other, as they strive to find a solution. I see their creativity and

strengths as a unified team come to the fore. This is a significant contrast to the more isolated and

defended behaviours that have been on display earlier in the day.

I then move to produce a sociodramatic enactment, using as the sociodramatic question one of the

most chosen ‘things that matter’, from the earlier session. I select the question which I believe most

deeply reflects their core everyday dilemma – how can we differentiate and physically make time for

the important versus the urgent?

Jenny: We will be laying out your work world in action and I will invite you to take up roles in the

system.
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I sense a ripple of trepidation through the room. I surmise that this is most likely the vulnerability of

being centre stage in an unknown situation, in front of work colleagues. I begin with the element

that most demands their attention.

Jenny: Let’s begin with the urgent demands that come in….

The urgent tasks (Urgents) are immediately concretised. Constantly on the move they continually

generate general mayhem as the enactment unfolds. The enactment explores relationships between

the team and other individuals and groups inside and outside their organisation. There is much

spontaneous interaction between roles and a full expression of several of the key external forces

operating on the group.

Despite their initial trepidation, group members step fully into the various enacted roles. At the apex

of the initial scene (Fig 1), there are over 20 people in role, most of whom are active in their

involvement and require little direction from me. Where I have intervened along the way, it is

typically to warm individuals up to a fuller expression of their role, either through interview,

coaching or doubling as appropriate.

Throughout the enactment I offer systemic observations such as “the CEO never leaves his office, he

just sends out pronouncements”, “the Importants are huddled very close together” and “this is a very

noisy place to be”.

I also invite system observations from group members, who respond from role –

“The world works best when you remember I am your customer” (Customer)

“The world works best when I have a vision” (CEO)

“The Urgents keep getting in everyone’s way” (Service Staff)

“The world works best when people realise I add value” (Marketing)

There is little, if any, direct verbal response to these statements from other group members,

however, I do observe the visual attention of individuals shifting and, in some instances, a deepening

of the warm up of individuals in various roles, as they nod and furrow their brows in thought. The

enactment is being taken seriously as a near enough depiction of what happens at their work.
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Fig 1: Sociodramatic Enactment – Scene 1



19

Critical Moment 3: Cora Becomes Spontaneous Then Gets Stuck

Cora, has taken up the Manager role, not playing herself, but rather a generic team manager. She is

surveying the scene, her attention on the Urgents who are busy darting about the stage, interrupting

whatever is happening.

Jenny: What are you noticing Manager?

Cora: The Urgents keep getting in the way….(staring at them for a few moments)….maybe it would

be good to sort them, to help get them under control.

An emergent progressive role is evident, a Purposeful Prioritiser, with Cora taking leadership in

managing the external pressures. My feeling lifts on seeing Cora take this step as I had previously

almost given up on her as a leader.

Seizing the opportunity to encourage what has emerged in the moment I react by clearing the scene

and inviting Cora to create a second scene, laying out all the real life Urgents which are in play for

the team. All eyes turn toward Cora as she steps up to leadership. She quickly starts listing urgent

tasks and as she does so a group member is selected to concretise each one.

During the laying out of the Urgents Cora gradually develops a noticeable whining tone in her voice

and repeatedly rolls her eyes, sounding more put upon than purposeful. The enactment has shifted

in this critical moment from a group level focus on effective work prioritisation, to Cora’s inner

world. More than once, when I think she has finished naming urgent tasks, she adds another. There

end up being 14 in all, lined up in a formidable array across the room.

Cora has worked on her own as a protagonist here, not consulting with other group members and

the group has gone silent. Some group members are looking curious, some are po-faced and a small

number, with arms folded, are looking irritated.

We are at a critical juncture. All eyes in the room are on Cora, waiting to see what will happen next.

There is silence for 10-15 seconds. I realise I am holding my breath.

I feel the knife edge of tension and hope in the group, that this time Cora will finally set them a clear

direction. I too want her to keep going, heartened by a belief that she can lead after all. Seeing how

isolated Cora is, I choose to break the impasse of silence and move toward her as a supportive

companion.

Jenny: Ok, there they are….What is your sort criteria?

Cora: (Looks at the 14 and then back at me, dumbfounded)….

J: To sort them you will need a sort criteria

C: (still looks dumbfounded)….

J: Ok, how about I suggest a couple for you to consider

Discussion: Cora appears to have insufficient leadership within herself in the moment to problem

solve, let alone to warm up and mobilise the group’s spontaneity. Hanging finely in the balance in

this critical moment is the group’s belief as to whether Cora may have the capacity to lead them

effectively. What is also more clearly evident to me after the event is the extent to which the group

is simultaneously dependent on and isolated from Cora. Their silence is deafening.
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My rescuing her at this point has avoided some collective pain and embarrassment but is also a

missed opportunity for a spontaneous group solution. I might have invited the group itself to

generate a sort criteria. Instead, in the moment I have been ambushed by my own intolerance of

inadequate leadership and act to rehabilitate the leader. I have lost my own spontaneity and been

drawn into the group dynamic of focusing on Cora.

This experience illustrates a critical implication of working alone in one-off workshops such as this –

the limited opportunity for reflection and adjustment of a practitioner’s own intuitive responses to

emerging events. A supportive co-leader might notice what had happened and suggest a more

effective intervention in the moment. There will be no second chance for me with this group to act

on my after-the-event wisdom. Working in the now of critical moments I must be willing to accept

my fallibility, be willing to fail and still hold my warm up when this inevitably occurs.

Critical Moment 4: A Challenge From The Group

Choosing one of my suggested criteria, Cora sorts the tasks then looks at them, rolling her eyes and

grimacing.

Cora: (with a whining tone)….But if we don’t fix them who will?

Jenny: Oh! Is that one of your roles? You like to play Hero.

C: (looking confused)…..No

There are a few seconds of silence.

One of the Urgent Tasks is being played by line manager Greg. He has been standing quietly, head

down and arms folded tightly across his chest. He now lifts his head slightly, slowly, glaring at Cora,

then speaks to her in a low, deliberate tone.

Greg: Yes you do

Not everyone in the room hears Greg, but those nearby instantly go still. Cora glances at him and

then quickly looks away.

Discussion: We are at a critical moment for the group. Naming Cora’s hero role has enlivened Greg.

His public challenge of Cora as a leader is a new and intense experience – for Cora, for Greg, and for

the group as a whole. I get excited that the unspeakable topic of Cora’s leadership has been

broached and an opportunity exists to further open up the group conversation, to explore

expectations and perspectives in this critical dimension. This is highly sensitive territory. My instinct

is to stay in this moment and keep working with it.

Meanwhile, away in the background for some minutes, venue staff have been moving about, laying

out the luncheon in an adjoining room and signalling me that it is ready. Oblivious to the dynamic of

what is happening, one of them seizes the moment of silence after Greg’s challenge to announce

loudly “Lunch is ready. Please come now as it won’t stay hot.”
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Here in the moment is a glorious parallel to the everyday dilemma of the team. The urgent has come

to interrupt the important! The call to lunch offers a potentially seductive escape hatch for the group

from the discomfort of Greg’s challenge.

The immediate intensity of the critical moment is lost. Whilst it might be regathered if we continue

on, there is insufficient time to work adequately with it in the immediate moment, given the

pressing requirement to break for lunch. Instead we have a very brief discussion and then break. It is

difficult for me to directly assess the group’s response to the lost opportunity, as they quickly

disperse.

Discussion: Over lunch I consider the options for what to do immediately after the break, whether or

not to return the group to that moment and see whether the warm up can be re-established. I am

conscious that some group members are potentially disappointed with the lost opportunity;

conscious also of my not wanting to make a choice which again colludes with the group’s restrictive

solutions; and of my concern that there will be limited time after lunch to reconnect the group to

this critical moment.

I conclude that the moment has passed and that it is better to hold to my purpose of finding

enabling solutions for the group. I do not want to be derailed into a Sisyphean attempt to

rehabilitate Cora at the expense of progressive role development for the wider group. I trust that

what has already happened is sufficient for the group to learn from and that issues that are central

enough will arise again. I test this decision internally to ensure that I am not unwittingly colluding

with the restrictive “public silence is safer” norms of the group and feel confident this is not the

case.

On later reflection, however, I see that I have missed a prime opportunity to explore how the

interruption links to the theme of our day’s work, to draw attention to the parallel between what

has just happened in-situ and what happens in the group’s everyday life, where in the face of

emerging pressures they figuratively disperse, avoiding potential conflict.

Post Lunch

After the lunch break I warm the group up to the topic of what their preferred future might look like.

They break into sub-groups, with each to prepare a small vignette “a day in the life of our team” in

their preferred future. Although prepared separately, each of the vignettes is structurally similar and

embodies a mix of restrictive and enabling solutions.

On completion of the vignettes I ask the sub-groups to reflect on everything that has happened thus

far in the day and then to produce a Start/Stop/Keep list of what they could do to move toward their

preferred future. Here they become more discerning. All sub-groups independently identify various

opportunities where they can decline to accept every demand placed on them. They are developing

as Judicious Evaluators.

There is a buzz in the room throughout the exercise and a subdued sense of excitement as each

spokesperson shares their sub-group’s thoughts with the full group. I feel the embryonic hope in the

group that there are some concrete actions they can adopt which will impact their future for the

better.
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Critical Moment 5: You Are Shooting Yourself In The Foot

However, I have not paid particular attention to Cora during this exercise. She is sitting at one end of

the room and as the last sub-group completes their sharing, she suddenly speaks up.

Cora: (Shaking her head, eyes screwed up, whining voice)….This hasn’t solved the complex issues.

It’s all too simple….(pulls her smartphone from her pocket)….let me tell you the 12 complex things

that have come into my inbox just today….(she starts reading out loud to the group from her email

inbox)

Other than Cora speaking there is complete silence in the room. The energy that was present in the

group a moment before has dissipated. Several individuals physically sag. The issue of unresolved

Urgents is back in the room again.

Cora has returned to her coping roles, feeling she alone is carrying the burden, protecting the team

from the outside world. I feel somewhat alarmed. The embryonic progressive roles that have been

developing during the day are, in this moment hanging in the balance, at significant risk. Acting

intuitively, I take my courage in hand and fearlessly name what I am seeing.

Jenny: Cora, you are shooting yourself in the foot here. Is that what you want?

She looks surprised, stops reading, glances around the group and puts her phone away. There is an

awkward silence.

By coincidence, at the table where she is seated there are also two of the three functional team

leaders (Michael and Peter) and one of the group’s most effective influencers (Jane). Jane, moving to

fill the awkward silence, makes a suggestion about one of the emails and the four immediately begin

to explore options for how to deal with the complex issues. They have returned to the restrictive

solution of fixing the Urgents.

The rest of the group remain silent, all eyes focused toward the conversation. Several noticeably

slump in their chairs. They have become bystanders, waiting for something to happen.

I intervene, making two systemic statements to the group –

Jenny: When it gets complex we lose energy.

This is a system where we don’t say no.

I then engage a group member –

Jenny: What are you noticing here?

GM: Only a few people are talking. Everyone else is watching

He has highlighted that the group is in the grip of a powerful coping role dynamic and I build on his

in-situ analysis, seizing the opportunity to re-engage the leaders with the rest of the group. I

immediately instruct Cora, Greg, Michael and Peter to each move to a separate table and to ask the

team members at that table what their ideas are about how to cope with complex issues. They are

only to ask questions, not offer judgements on the ideas. I effectively recast each of them in a

progressive role as naive investigators of the group’s wisdom.
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After a short while I ask each of the four what they have learned from their group –

“A lot of things have happened that I didn’t know about”

“These guys have some good ideas about what to do with the complex stuff”

“They don’t understand why we always say yes”

“They know what has already been tried and where the gaps are”

The four leaders appear and sound pleasantly surprised at what they have learned and what

happens when they ask questions rather than impose unilateral solutions. Authoritatively directing

them to take a different approach has produced something of a breakthrough!

We then wrap up this session with a group discussion about identifying the gaps and some insightful

systemic statements are made by group members –

“We aren’t happy, but we aren’t able to say what is missing”

“Things have not been ok in the team and we’ve thought it isn’t worthwhile to speak up”

Discussion: At the critical moment of Cora’s outburst she is lacking the spontaneity required to

provide direction or engage the team to generate solutions to their predicament. It is my view that

allowing her to continue, and to have the group again experience her stuck-ness, is not helpful to

our purpose. Nor is allowing the leadership sub-group to respond from their coping roles, clearly

evident in-situ. What is required of me here is to fearlessly act on my own insight. I consciously invite

group reflection as a resource, then exercise my own leadership authority to reunite the group,

providing a strong structure where others’ roles are underdeveloped. Here as a sociodramatist I am

working to harness the enabling power of the full group, rather than focusing on an individual leader

or sub-group of leaders.

Critical Moment 6: Spontaneity Triumphs

My intention for the final session was to have an ordered capture of reflections and next steps –

actions for the team to take back into their workplace to assist in integrating and continuing to build

on the gains of the day.

However, the earlier sessions, in which I have chosen repeatedly to hold the group in the moment of

what is emerging in the room rather than rigidly sticking to the agenda of my facilitation plan, have

run over time. We are left with a very small window for action planning and reflection. Some

exploration occurs in sub-group discussions, but time continues to run away as the pressure mounts

to come up with something quickly.

The leaders are working in isolation from the wider group. I also unwittingly become enmeshed in

this dynamic for a period, losing touch with the broader group. We rush to quick solutions in

creating action plans and fail to effectively engage wide input. The leaders then proceed to proclaim

their ideas and solutions and in response most group members fall silent.
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So here, at the end of a long day, tired and under time pressure, we have fallen back into the

entrenched group behaviours. We have failed the role test – the conserve appears to have

triumphed.

Thankfully one group member accesses his spontaneity and speaks up.

GM: How come you (the leaders) get to decide all this? Why do we have to rush to come up with

something now?

I go still. Of course! His statement brings me instant clarity of what is happening and how I myself

have become unconsciously enmeshed in and contributing to the dynamic. I am delighted. I seize the

learning opportunity which comes from our stumble, thanking him and emphasizing to the group the

value of his observation.

Jenny: We tripped up so easily, didn’t we? It must be like that all the time under pressure back at

work.

Discussion: Under pressure the group’s entrenched coping styles quickly resurface. However, until

the group member spoke out I had not realised that I myself was also lost. His call came to me from

the forest – You are not alone here, not everything depends on the leaders. Despite my own

momentary lapse in spontaneity I am thrilled that he has independently and progressively

challenged the conserve. Not everything has depended on the leader. Group members can see they

are in this together. Spontaneity has triumphed!

We agree to stop action planning and do some here and now reflecting. A consistent theme in

individuals’ reflections is that at the end of the day they feel more connected and appreciative of

each other. They have been reminded of their strengths and what they like about each other.

There is a sense amongst group members that they have finished on a high note.

This success is also reflected in the progressive roles which I have observed emerging and developing

through the roller-coaster ride of the day. I am left holding my hope for the group as a whole, that

their enabling experience of the workshop and the development of progressive roles which occurred

on the day will contribute to longer term change for the better.
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Implications

What have I learnt about warming up and intervening as a sociodrama practitioner in this

environment?

Prior to a workshop, a preliminary assessment of sociometry can assist a practitioner to warm up to

the team and their leader and provide some sense of what challenges might emerge in the life of the

group. Such analyses are, of course, best thought of as tentative, until the immediate sociometry of

the group is produced on the day itself. Similarly, a move to ignite the warm up of the group prior to

a workshop also assists in making the most of available time on the day.

It can be easy, in the heat of a moment, for a practitioner to lose their sense of direction, to feel

uncertain about how to proceed. A clear purpose is usually essential in shaping the facilitation plan,

but most crucially it can provide a vital anchor point for the practitioner as they subsequently

engage in the work, meeting the ebbs and flows and responding to the critical moments of emerging

group life.

Mistakes are an inevitable part of the work. Working effectively with groups in one-off situations

requires significant presence and the practitioner’s ready warm up to their own spontaneity.

Confidence in and connection to their spontaneity underpins a practitioner’s capacity to stand in the

unknown and be themselves, working in service of the group. It is also enables an adequate recovery

where in a critical moment they may be unwittingly hijacked by their own role system, by a bold

blunder, or simply by external events. This is particularly so when working alone, without the benefit

of a co-facilitator.

Recovering from blunders requires the practitioner to accept their own fallibility. Being unafraid to

make mistakes frees a practitioner up to act on their intuition and insight in critical moments; and to

actively exercise their authority to provide structure in moments when participants’ roles are over-

developed or not yet adequately developed.

In choosing whether to exercise this authority, there is value in the practitioner keeping in mind that

although they may be the leader, they are definitely not alone. The group is a resource, a ready

source of spontaneity and creativity. Maintaining this awareness can assist the practitioner to stay

present and be clear as to when they might call directly on the group to generate enabling responses

in critical moments.

Recovering from being hijacked by their own role system is an ongoing work. There is great value in

a practitioner being forearmed with a solid awareness of their own role system. After the event

reflection on work undertaken – reflecting alone, with peers or with a supervisor – can extend the

practitioner’s awareness of their role system, deepen their awareness of their blind spots and

strengths and expand their awareness of the breadth of options they might have drawn on in a given

critical moment. Nourishing their own spontaneity through reflective practice lays a foundation for

the future, preparing a practitioner to stand and be themselves, undefended with what is.

Finally, working in time limited situations a practitioner can easily be tempted to cover too much

ground at the expense of the depth and quality of the work. Possibly seduced by their desire to

“make a difference when there is just this one chance”. In contrast, a solid belief in the creative
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genius in the group can underpin a confident acceptance that whatever happens on the day is

enough for the group to benefit. Trusting in themselves, in the method and the group, maintaining

confidence in the adequacy of what does happen and the potential of what may flow from the work

in an unseeable future, is one possible key to not over-reaching. It helps a practitioner stay with

what is, rather than abandoning their spontaneity to a futile pursuit of what might be.
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Conclusion

The emerging moments of group life are a rich source of possibility in team building. They are the

lifeblood of potential and impact for a group and its sociodramatist leader. In a twinkling, the work

of the group can take a significant step forward.

Adequate preparation is the beginning, well positioning a sociodramatist to catalyse and make the

most of these moments.

Nevertheless it is the evolution of the sociodramatist as a creator, the adequacy of their functioning

in the immediacy of the here and now, which ultimately tips the scales from restrictive to enabling

solutions. Living in the now, standing undefended, metaphorically naked with the group, can be

exhilarating and a sociodramatist will inevitably at times find themselves deeply challenged and

vulnerable. Perhaps lost in the forest.

I find David Wagoner’s poetic expression a touchstone for such challenging moments. Stand still. The

trees ahead and the bushes beside you are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here….If what a tree

or bush does is lost on you, you are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows where you are. You must

let it find you.
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