
C H A P T E R

T H E  D Y N A M I C S
U N D E R L Y I N G
GROUP L IFE

At M.I.T., Lewin planned to linh some of the work of the Research
Center for Group Dynarnics with that of the Commission on Com-
munity Interrelations of the American Jewish Congress. In his early

work at the University of Berlin, Lewin had focused upon the indi-
vidual in his social environment. After the early r 94o's, Ler,vin con-
tributed i'ery little that was ne\r'to his already published theory of
the "person." His energies r.vere directed rather to the study of

group processes. I{e was convinced that now it was possible to build
up a body of knowledge and construct a general theory that would
apply to any group-family, rvorl<, religion, conrmunity. To design
experiments that should gather data about such diverse matters, he

envisioned the study of such spccific problems as how leaclers are
chosen, how group atnrosphere is formed, horv group decisions are
reached, how the members cornmunicatc u'ith one anotl-]er, how

group standards are cstablished.
From Leu'in's point of vierv, group behavior is a function of both

the single person and the social situation. Neither the personality of

the man alone nor the nature of thc social sitr.ration by itself is ade-
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quate to interpret grouP behavior. Both variables must be under-

,tood. There were already a number of occupational disciplines in

the united States that provided a favorable atmosphere for deeper

study along these lines. This rvas particularly true of social group

*o.L, group psychotherapy, education, and industrial management

-in all of which suflicient experience had been gained prior to

world war II to persuade specialists in these fields of the need for

more systematic and comprehensive observation of grouP function-

ing. while rhe needs *"r" r".ognized, little significant research had

be=en undertaken. Directors of social grouPs were among the first

specialists to recognize that grouPs can be managed so as to bring

a-bout desired changes in the attitudes of their members. Recrea-

tional directors realized before most others that their techniques of

dealing with club members definitely affected both the collective

beha'oior and the personal conduct and attitudes of the ranh and file.

It was evident to a good leader that some methods rvere more success-

ful than others, but often he had to depcnd upon intuition alone, or

else he drew lessons from experience r,vithout thoroughly examining

his methods.
Again, group psychothcraP)' strongly ir-rfluenced thc develop-

meni of group dynamics. Although commonly associated with psy-

chiatry, gto.tp psychotherapl'did uot actualh' come out of psychia-

try ancl certainly is not lirnitecl to it today, as thc formation and role

oi Alcholics Anonymous, for example, rnalies cviclent. N'Iuch in

group pildFoiherapl- in"t nnt derive from medicine or traditional

pry"hoan"lysis. Practitioners seeli nerv insights fronr research in

other hurnan sciences of tnan, particularly in social psychology'

Students of progressive cducarion also saw the need for studies of

group behavior. This was stimdlated by the educational philosophy

of 1on" Dewey. To carry out Dewey's theory of "learning by

ized such group projects as student self-

iou"]nni.", and hobby-club acti'ities. This called for the develop-

ment of leaclership skills and the collective setting of group goals.

Teachers, like other grouP $'orliers, had to learu how to guide

children's clubs and tcams and hov' to direct such extracurricular

worTTo#ard productive ends. The teacher could be seen as a
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group ]eader who affected his students'learning not merely by hisproficiency in his subject, but arso by his sk'i at increasi'ng theirmodvation, encouraging their.active participation, and improvingtheir esprit de corps. L#in's pio,r"".iig research in group behaviorthus drew upon the erpe.ienie of educarors in deciding upon anddeveloping topics for research and in establishing " ,rrJng.i.,r.r.r,aaoxg social psychologists and teachers.
Finally, there was industrial nanagenrent, or, more broadry, themanagement of people in large organizarions, whether profit_making, governmentar, ecrucatiJ"l oi niedicar. A' have thc sameresponsibility to direct and coordinate the berravior "r f.opi". *,.yshare a conrmon interest in finding ne\y ways ro get people toamain their potential and work at th# b"r..
From the interaction of all these closery related and overrappingdisciplines' group dynamics emerged as a definite fierd of study.

[hrt,.fr1n, is group dynamicsl Ai rhe word ,,dynamics,, 
indicates,it is a discipline which concerns itserf with rhe positive and negativeforces ar work in hof itsindivid"d;*1il:1il:'i;"Ii:,r."JJ;*fi :,:i:::ffi":may determine horv others behave roward hi-, wheth* ,rr.y ,..",him with deference or cause him unhappiness by excluding him.Groups exert on members influences which may be harmfur or bene-ficial' A berter understanding of trre principles of collecrive behav-ior,.therefore, mightshnw h,i* gro.rp', could be made to serve moresocially desirable ends' Accordiigry,'Lervin advocated the sciendfi cstudy of the group as a configu."r]on of a variery of forces.

FIe undertook to enrproy irr" ,-rr"tl',ods of science, as he conceivedthem, to 
l.rudy 

the dynamics of every kind of group. Hiu fi*t ur. ofthe term "group 
dynamics" in print ,r* in a r g3g article in which hewrore that the DurDose of his experiment *would 

be to gi'e insightinto the rrnderiying grottp dynautics.,.1 Lewin and his associaressaw that in a group eacrr menrbcr recognizes the other members aspersons on whom he depends to a definite degree. Th" ;;;rp otherefore a psychorogrcatty orga'ic rvhore, ,"",h". rhrn i simprecollection of individuals. Witli this 1939 paper, Lewin began a1 "Experimcnts 
in Social Spacc,,, Hart,drtl Edtrcotiottal Rc,tieru, rg3g, 9, 2r_lz.
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series of arricles expounding and cliscussing the dynamics under-

lying group life.
The sist of his theory might be stated as follou's: A man who

joins a Jto.,o is significantll. Jl.ranged thereby. His relations with his

fellow members alter both him and thenr. A highly attractive grouP

can bring great pressure to bcar upon its members; a weak grouP

will not have as much moulding power.

To effect any sort of change in the goals or outlooli of a group, a

change in its equilibriunr is necessary. To try to do this by appealing

to members individually is scldom effccrir.e, as \ ras learned by those

of Lervin's associates rvho in r 94o began their experiments in indus-

try. They discor.ered, for instance, that if a grouP sets the range or

level of prodtrctivity in a facrory. any rttemPt on the part of an1-

single employee ro deviate from that standard heightens rhe normal

social pressure of his co-r.vorl(ers to push him back into line. The

further he deviates from thc nornt, the stronger the pressure on him

to conform to it.
When Lewin studied this problem at the Harwood plant in r 94o,

he concluded thar it is futile ro try to change any worker from one

pattern to another unless the entire grouP to which he "belongs" is

included in the changc. Rather than disturb his relation to his group,

the individual will as a rule tal<e considerable risk, even at substantial

financial sacrifice, ro conforn to his group. Thus the behavior of a

whole group may be more easily changed than that of a single mem-

ber. This willingness to sticli togcther ("cohesiveness") is an essen-

tial characteristic of any group. Indeed, without it, it is doubtful

that a group could be said to cxisr at all. Lervin defined "cohesive-

ness" as the resultant of the forces which keep members together-

the positir.e forces of reciprocal attraction and the negative forces

of reciprocal repulsion.

\\rhat renders a group cohesive? Among other things, that its

activities must strengthen thc individual's chance to achieve his own

goals. Over a period of time certain standards develop in any grouP.

These r-nay include lattitudes as r'vell as actions. Each member

expects the others to conform to the standards, but the extent of

conforrnity varies dircctly with the degree of cohesiveness. 
.what
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renders a group cohesive is, as Ler.r,in pointecl our, not how sirnilar
or dissimilar irs menrbcrs are-for crample, in their amitudes-bur
how- dynamically inrerdepcndent they are. out of reciprocal de-
pendence for the achievement of goars there arises a rea,riness to
share chores and challenges, and er.en to reconcile personalitv
clashes.

A group does not har-e to be composed of members who are
greatly similar; ir mav be a "Gestalt"-a 

rvhole containing dissimilar
parts. "For example," said Lcrvin, ,,a man, wife, and blbv within
one family may show grearer dissimilarity ro one anrther than rhe
man to other men of his age ancl social class, or the rvoman to other
women, or this baby to other infanrs. ! l loreor.er, it is rypical of
well-organized groups with a hieh degree of unity to in"l,r.i. a vari-
ety of members who arc different or rvho ha'e differenr funcrions
within the whole. Not sinrilarity, but a cerrain interdepe'dence of
members constitutes a group."

Lewin also pointed out trrat similarity can exisr ,;ithotft tnter-
dependence irrst  as i t  can cr ist  u. i t l ;  i t .  He rernarl<ed rhat t lynanric
wholes have properties rvhich are different from the properties of
either their parts or the sum of their parts. This did ,ror-n,.rn to hirn
that the "whole" is invariably rnore thrn the sum of its parts. The
whole. he mainrained. is nor necessari lv srrperior.  no, do. i  r ,  ,aa up
to "more." His general formularion rvas simple, "The 

whole is dif-
ferent from the sum of its parts: it has defi.ite prope.ries of irs or,vn.,,

Lewin observed that a person is apt -ut" ofi.rlo be a member of
a group to which he feels sinrilar or to rvhich he rvishcs to be simihr
than to groups upon whonr his dcpendence is grearest.

_Belonging 
is signified by aclheren." ,o ,i. group code. Those

who belong "obey." Thus group pressurcs ,.gJ"r" ihe conduct of
the would-be de'iant member. FIe stays among those with whom
he feels he "belongs" 

even if their concluct seens unfair and rheir
pressure unfriendly. To changc his conduct or poinr of ',ieu, inde-
pendently of rhe group would ser him inro trouble with his felrow
group members.

- 
2 Kurt Lcwin, "Field 

rhcory and Experiment in Social ps.vchologv,,, Atrerican
lournal of Sociology, rg39, 44,g68_gqz.
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Lewin's ou'n iclentification u'ith his adopted homeland was a true
exanrple of his theory of group bekrngingness. From his first days in
the LT'ited States, Lewin \rras all American. He determined to learn
E'glish at oncc, altl-rough he n.,er succeeded in completely losing
his German accenr. I-Ie nc'er fclt, as the French put it, d6pays6.
Indeed, he astonished nrany of his friends rvirh the thoroughness
with u'hich hc nraclc Anrcrican cusrons and habits his own. I recall
visiting the Neu. Yorl< \\/orld's Fair rvith him in 1939; it was get-
ting darl< ancl rl'e wcre gr,*-ing hu'gr\-, but the Fair's resfaurants
were alreadl- crou'ciecl rvith clinner patrons. "Let's have a couple of
h't dogs," Le*'ir-r said. "Tl-rat's *'hat *'e Americlrns eat on Sunday
evcnings in the sunrmer!" Fir.c minutes later that's u'hat we were
doing.

In his theory of group bchavior, Lewin repeated his lifelong
theme that acts cannor be r.rnclcrsto'cl rn thc basis 'nly of the per-
sonality of tlie incli ' icl.al 'r only on that of the narure of rhe social'environnrent.  "Grorr l l_ lrchl .  i , , r . i '  he statcd yet again. " is a funct ion
of both the incli ' id'al pcrsrn and rhe s.cial situation." In the years

'-that follorved, he planned t' brild a ncw, realistic experimental
social psychology that v,.lcl l iclp find solutions to major social
problems. Both his rvorli ar r\I.I.l-. and his assignment for the A.J.C.
pr'r'ided a daily life laboratorv i' rvhich ro resr his theories of
grolrp dynanrics. Lcu'in u.as crcitecl ancl challenged by thc prospecr.

ln an article publishecl in r945,'3 hc described the obiectives and
ideologv of the ll.l.T. Rescarch Cenrer: "-l 'he Research Cc.ter for
Group Dynamics has gr'wn out of rrvo needs, one scientific and
one pract-ical. In the ficld of sociirl managenrenr, we are just arval<en-
ing to the fact that a better l<nowledge is needed than day-by-day
experiencc, tradition, lncl the nrcnrory of an inclividual or a social
group can pro'ide. \\re require undcrstanding on a scientific level
. There are increasing sy-ri)proms that leading practitioners in
government, in agriculturc, in inclustr\., in education, in communitl-
life are bec'r'ing aware thar thc sratemenr 'nothing is as practical as
a goocl theorl" holds also in the fielcl of social management."

3 Kurt Lewin, "The Rcscarch ccnrer for Group Dynar.nics :rr i\Iassac6usetrs In-
r t i t u t c , , f  Tcch r r0 l og r ' . "  Soc i t ) t ) ) ( t r \ .  r q+5 .  - ' .  t z6  t ; 6 .
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He then described his plan ro have "the Research cenrer use
whatever qualitative. or_ quantitative psychological, sociological, or
anthropological nrethods are needei fo. inu.rtigation. Tte -ain
methodological interest, ho$,e\,er, .il,ill be the deviopment of group
experiments and particularly change expcrirnents. such experiments
can be carried our in the laborato.y or in the field."

-I 
ewin rccognized thar hc r,'as a.l, 'ocating an unusr.ral brending

of "pure" research and practical applicarion and that there wourci be
skepticism concerning_ its feasibiliry. As he put it: ,,One may ask
whether this interrelation betw-ecn theorericai social science and the
practical nceds of s'ciety *'i lr not lo*.-er the scie.tific re'el
Psyclrologisrs ha'c recrgnized the necessir y of a theoreticar ap-
proach only relati'ely reccnrry, ancr fcar has teen expressed that the
preoccuprrion with the applied problems of the war u,ill retard this
devebpnrent. -['he 

srudenr .f group lifc shoulcl be arvare of this
danger and of the stil l greater dangei of becoming a ser\ranr of very
one-sided social interests. \\ 'e should, horvever, not tr\r to set the
clock back and retard a scientific step trrat is ready. \\'e r,vill have ro
look forward, and I am pers.acled thar if the scientist proceeds cor-
rectly, a close linli *'ith practicc can be a blessing for rhe der.eloo-
menr of theory."

Le*'in then continuecl: "one 
point srroulcr bc seen clearry and

strongly. There is 'o indi'idual *'h' d'es nor, consciouslv o. urr-
consciously, rr)/ ro influence his fanrily, his gro'p 'f friends, his
occupat ional grorrP. and so .n.  \ lanagerrelrr  is-  afrcr al l ,  a legi t imarc
and one of the nrost inrportant f.nctions in cr-ery aspccr Jf social
life. Feu'aspects are as uruch bcfr*eed in the nrinis uf -rrru as rrre
problerns of leaclersh\r and of pou.er in a clenrocrac\, . . We
ha'e to real ize t l rat  Po* er i tscl f  is ar csscnrial  asr)ecr of anr.  and
every group Not the leasr scrr,icc r.vhich ,n.irl ,.r..r"h .".

fo 
for society is to atrai' Lretter insieht into tl-rc legitimate and non-

legitimare aspecrs of power.
"The cente. .r,n,,ld erlucarc rescrrcrr *,orriers in tl-reoretical ancl

applied ficlds of group life and assist in training practitioners. The
main tasli of the center u,..ld bc rhc ,ier-cl,ipnr.nt <if scientific
mcthods of studf ing and changi.g group lifc an.r trre .re'eropmenr
of concepts and theorics of group cl\.namics.,'
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