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Introduction to Groups 
by Stephanie Dohner and Joy McConnell 
 
Why Groups? 
Congregations are groups of groups. If the most important association for a new 
member is within a small group, it would be appropriate to learn how such 
groups operate. It is important to understand how groups and communities form 
and function. 
 
There are certain patterns that appear again and again in organizational process 
literature -- stages through which groups cycle and recycle during their 
existence, whether it be a weekend retreat, a committee, or a fellowship group 
that has been going for many years.  
 

� One of the most well-known is the pattern of Forming, Storming, 
Norming, Transforming.  

 
� In the Centerquest curriculum this pattern is called the "Unit Movement" 

consisting of entry, anxiety, hope, despair, and transformation.  
 

� In Scott Peck's version of this typical process with community described in 
detail in his book, The Different Drum: Community Making and Peace, it is 
called Pseudocommunity, Chaos, Emptiness, Community (by which he 
means authentic community).  

 
If we understand that all groups go through these cycles again and again, we can 
more readily recognize the tensions and stages that our groups are going 
through. We can even stimulate them to move to the next, necessary stage when 
they get stuck, when they need to process differences, and get beyond them to 
more profound understandings and more effective functioning. 
 

Resources: 
� The Different Drum: Community Making and Peace by M. Scott Peck, 

M.D. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987) describes the journey 
from pseudocommunity to authentic community through several 
stages. Very inspiring. 
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Group Leadership and Personality/Leadership Style 
 
Often, one of the first major responsibilities that a member is given is to chair a 
committee, or even to form one. This creates the necessity of Teaming how to 
lead a small group. To do this more smoothly, the chair needs to know his or her 
own personality type and leadership style as well as those of the people he or she 
is working with. It is true that these will become apparent from practice, but 
knowing something about them ahead of time may make the inevitable issues 
that arise in communications less mysterious.  
 
One of the best ways to learn about your personality type and leadership style is 
to take personality assessment tests. Many people have heard of the Myers-
Briggs personality assessments, but there are others. It is a good idea to take 
more than one of them, since each test has its own insights and biases. Your 
results should be interpreted for you by people who have been trained to do so. 
The insights to be gained from doing these analyses among a board, a committee 
or a group can help it to understand how every type of person is important to its 
functioning, how every type has a compatible role. They can help us place people 
more appropriately in roles and tasks. They help us to predict how someone may 
act or react in a given situation and help us plan positive strategies for good 
teamwork that honors diversity and individual uniqueness.  
 
Such analyses and appropriate training about the concepts can also help group 
members to learn how better to understand and communicate with each other. 
We must also understand that people are capable of change and that we can act 
in ways that help their best, their unique potential to emerge. If we can do so in 
our groups, in our Societies, then we can more nearly live out the principles that 
we espouse as Ethical Culturists/Humanists.  
 
As new members take on more responsibilities, they may need to negotiate with 
other people, with or between groups, or to get support from groups with 
different agendas. By now, they have probably dealt with some differences, 
either between themselves and members of a group, or as part of one group with 
a different agenda or purpose than another group. These differences or 
disagreements, if not dealt with openly and ethically, can grow into conflicts that 
are much more difficult to manage or resolve and may even escalate to a severe 
conflict that may be resolvable only with a major disruption of the organization, 
people quitting or being dismissed. 
 

Resources: 
� Personality Type and Religious Leadership by Roy M. Oswald and Otto 

Kroeger (Alban) No.AL103 $17.95 
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� Please Understand Me: Character & Temperament Types by David 
Keirsey and Marilyn Bates includes a self-test and analysis of 
temperament types, how they work in relationships and roles (Del 
Mar, CA: Prometheus Nemesis Book Co, 1978) Available in many 
book stores  

� Alban Institute has consultants who can do such analyses with 
your Society lay and professional leaders. There are also many 
psychologists and others who are trained to administer and analyze 
the Myers-Briggs inventory. Individuals available in Ethical 
Culture include 

o Ellen Brasunas, St. Louis 
o Jone Johnson Lewis, Northern Virginia 
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Group Power and Authority 
 
At some point, new members realize that, to be effective, they must be able to 
recognize where power and authority lie in the society and how to influence it. If 
an Ethical Society is living out its values for a democratic organization, then that 
power and authority is shared among leaders and members. Roy Oswald's 
Power Analysis of a Congregation allows an individual to identify the most 
dominant people in the congregation by the kinds of influence they have and 
determine his own power levels by evaluating his relationship with these people. 
(Will this really be the most germane activity in creating more authentic Ethical 
Societies? I am uncomfortable with this idea, at least expressed in such power 
terms as "dominance.") It's very simple and very useful. 
 
Resources: 

� Growing in Authority, Relinquishing Control: A New Approach to Faithful 
Leadership by Celia Allison Hahn (Alban) No. AL151 $15.95  

� Power Analysis of a Congregation by Roy M. Oswald (Alban) No. OD89 $6.25 
� Stress, Power, and Ministry by John C. Harris (Alban) No. AL27 $9.95 (a 7-

session study guide is also available for $2.95 each for clergy and laity 
who wish to study these issues in group settings. No. AL27sg) 
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Managing Polarities and Conflict 
 
People often have the idea that if they are in charge, they should fix everything. 
If there are "problem" groups or people, they should be shown the "right" way or 
removed. If there are two major factions in a society, they should be encouraged 
to form a joint compromise agenda. Such attitudes are based upon the 
assumptions that there is one right way to do everything and everyone in a 
Society should be heading in the same direction. This kind of dynamic is most 
likely to occur in a smaller Society or group, where there is not much room for a 
variety of agendas to be fulfilled because of limited resources, staffing and 
volunteer time. In larger Societies with more resources and people, where more 
agendas and goals can be pursued, there is more room and more opportunity for 
a diversity of interests and directions to function compatibly together.  
 
When the former assumptions -- about there being only one right way -- are 
paramount, conflict is seen as some kind of disease. Everyone is supposed to 
agree. If they do not, something is wrong. If people get angry, they are not 
permitted to blow off steam. If conflict escalates to the point where people start 
calling names and having clandestine meetings, it is assumed that one side or the 
other is in the wrong and must be expunged. There is a problem, and it must be 
solved.  
 
The Alban Institute and others who study group behavior have concluded that 
this is not a complete or realistic picture of how congregations, or other 
organizations, really work. There are times when a situation does need fixing, or 
a compromise is an effective solution, such as salary negotiations or an equitable 
allocation of resources. Getting to Yes and Getting Past No by Roger Fisher and 
William Ury may be helpful for those who must mediate settlements.  
 
There are also what Barry Johnson, in his Polarity Management, calls "unsolvable 
problems." He believes that, for the organization to remain effective, to maintain 
a creative tension that leads to growth, they should remain unsolvable. It seems 
to us that this concept of appreciating the diversity that leads to creative growth 
is core to Ethical Culture thinking. When we try to eliminate diversity, we are 
going against our core values. 
 
Johnson's book is particularly helpful for committee chairs, who are in natural 
conflict with their committees. Actually, these are not problems. They are the 
continuous conflicts between interdependent polarities, or opposites,  
represented by the interests of the members and groups who make up the 
organization. Some of the examples of polarities that Johnson gives are: 
rigidity/flexibility; individual/ team; either/or, planning/action; 
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autocratic/participatory; stability/change; clarity/ ambiguity. Each side of these 
polarities is equally valuable under appropriate conditions.  
 
According to this theory, conflict is necessary, and usually, good. Without 
conflict, there is no change. There is no way to shift back and forth between the 
two poles. Johnson believes that polarities within an organization should be 
"managed", that is, manipulated to get the best of both opposites while avoiding 
their downside. A finance chair who can communicate to her board that the 
choice is not between being cheap or being profligate, but knowing when to be 
frugal and when to be generous, will transform her Society. A presider who can 
discern when outspoken critique is appropriate and when it is not, who can 
encourage members to adapt their communication styles to the needs of the 
group at the moment will help to transform the Society. A planner who can give 
reign to the dreamers during the visioning time and then help the realists who 
understand the resources, available or potential, to work with the dreamers to 
develop realizable goals will transform the Society.  
 
George Parsons and Speed Leas, in Understanding Your Congregation As A System, 
have developed a questionnaire that allows congregations to evaluate whether 
they are in "creative tension" with respect to certain polarities; that is, almost, but 
not quite, in balance. The questionnaire tests whether authority is concentrated 
or dispersed; decision making is mandatory or discretionary; lay and 
professional leaders are managerial or transformational; work is done 
cooperatively or individually; orientation is to the past or to the future.  
 
In this system, the object is not to strike a happy medium for each category. In 
fact, most lay leadership tends to be conservative and professional leadership 
visionary. However, a congregation that tends toward either extreme for many 
categories will have trouble shifting if conditions warrant it. A copy of your 
congregation's current systems analysis can help new members assimilate more 
quickly. If they know from the start that decision making is tightly controlled, for 
example, they may not invest their time in individual projects that will not be 
carried out. Instead, they will either court the decision makers or work carefully 
to open up the process.  
 
Both polarity management and systems analysis of polarities are extremely 
useful tools, but they cannot be explained in a few paragraphs or learned 
overnight. The Alban Institute gives workshops that explore both concepts. We 
have developed a version of the questionnaire for Ethical Culture groups which 
is available through the AEU Growth and Development Office. There are several 
Ethical Culture Leaders and members who can work with your Society to do 
such an analysis. Joy McConnell and other Ethical Culture leaders can give 
workshops in them as well. 
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Resources: 

� Consultation on polarity management. Society Systems Analysis, 
workshops, and Ethical Culture materials for these are available 
through Joy McConnell, the AEU Office . 

� Polarity Management Identifying and Managing Unsolvable Problems by 
Barry Johnson, Ph.D. (Amherst, MA: HRD Press, 1992) Available 
from Alban Institute No. DT30 $19.95 

� Understanding Your Congregation as a System by George D. Parsons 
and Speed B. Leas (Alban, 1994) No. AL147 $18.95 
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Undesirable Conflict 
 
Unfortunately, if polarities are not managed so that they are in creative tension, 
the attendant conflicts can get out of hand and escalate. When groups of people 
no longer are speaking to each other, it is time to get advice from professionals 
who work with seriously conflicted groups, instead of doing systems analysis. 
Friedman's books (mentioned earlier) are helpful in understanding the 
underlying dynamics and family tensions usually present in societies. 
 

Resources: 
� AEU Mediation Committee -- contact AEU Office in New York  
� Joy McConnell is trained in conflict management especially in 

congregations 
� Alban Institute consultants can help in severe conflict situations. 
� The Care of Troublesome People by Wayne E. Oates (Alban) No. 

AL154 $10.95 You will learn how to approach the troubled and 
troublesome people in your congregation in very specific ways that 
are not dismissive but are caring, affirming and firmly grounded in 
values. Rather than point fingers, fix blame, or characterize such 
people as bad or evil (which can only serve to create further 
turmoil), Oates proposes a bold new way to care for troublesome 
people that focuses on not just the battles, but on the issues of 
wholeness and care for the individual, ourselves, and the Society 
itself. 

� Discover Your Conflict Management Style by Speed B. Leas. The 
Alban Institute, No.AL77, $5.95. 

� Leadership and Conflict by Speed B. Leas (Nashville: The Abingdon 
Press, 1982) 

� Mastering Conflict & Controversy by Edward G. Dobson, Speed B. 
Leas, and Marshall Shelley (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, 1992) 
The Alban Institute No. AL154, $10.95. 

� Moving Your Church Through Conflict by Speed B. Leas (Alban 
Institute) No. AL82, $12.95 

� Peacemaking Without Division: Moving Beyond Congregational Apathy 
and Anger, by Patricia Washburn and Robert Gribbon (Alban 
Institute) No. OD74, $7.95 

� Speaking the Truth In Love by Ruth N. Koch and Kenneth C. Haugk 
(Alban Institute) No. DT47, $10.95 
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Summary/Conclusions 
 
In order to work effectively in groups, everyone should know: 
 

� The normal cycles that all groups go through if they are to be authentic 
and functional. 

� How people's personality types and management styles will affect the 
way they interact in groups. 

� What their roles are in their societies and what power levels they have. 
� The difference between problems (finite) and polarities (eternal). 
� The difference between conflict that is energizing and conflict that is 

destructive. 
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