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ACHIEVING CHANGE IN PEOPLE:
SOME APPLICATIONS OF GROUP
DYNAMICS THEORY'

DORWIN CARTWRIGHT

I

We hear all around us today the assertion that the problems of the
twentieth century are problems of human relations. The survival of civiliza-
tion, it is said, will depend upon man’s ability to create social inventions
capable of harnessing, for society’s constructive use, the vast physical energies
now at man’s disposal. Or, to put the matter more simply, we must learn
how to change the way in which people behave toward one another. In broad
outline, the specifications for a good society are clear, but a serious technical
problem remains: How can we change people so that they neither restrict
the freedom nor limit the potentialities for growth of others; so that they
accept and respect people of different religion, nationality, color, or political
opinion; so that nations can exist in a world without war, and so that the
fruits of our technological advances can bring economic well-being and
freedom from disease to all the people of the world? Although few people
would disagree with these objectives when stated abstractly, when we become
more specific, differences of opinion quickly arise. How is change to be
produced? Who is to do it? Who is to be changed? These questions permit
no ready answers.

Before we consider in detail these questions of social technology, let us
clear away some semantic obstacles. The word “change” produces emotional
reactions. It is not a neutral word. To many people it is threatening. It
conjures up visions of a revolutionary, a dissatisfied idealist, a trouble-maker,
a malcontent. Nicer words referring to the process of changing people are
education, training, orientation, guidance, indoctrination, therapy. We are
more ready to have others “educate” us than to have them “change” us. We,

1. This paper is based on a lecture delivered at Wayne University, Detroit, in the Leo M. Franklin
Lecture Series, 1950-51.
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ourselves, feel less guilty in “training” others than in “changing” them. Why
this emotional response? What makes the two kinds of words have such
different meanings? I believe that a large part of the difference lies in the fact
that the safer words (like education or therapy) carry the implicit assurance
that the only changes produced will be good ones, acceptable within a cur-
rently held value system. The cold, unmodified word “change”, on the
contrary, promises no respect for values; it might even tamper with values
themselves. Perhaps for this very reason it will foster straight thinking if we
use the word “change” and thus force ourselves to struggle directly and
self-consciously with the problems of value that are involved. Words like
education, training, or therapy, by the very fact that they are not so disturb-
ing, may close our eyes to the fact that they too inevitably involve values.

Another advantage of using the word ‘“‘change” rather than other related
words is that it does not restrict our thinking to a limited set of aspects of
people that are legitimate targets of change. Anyone familiar with the history
of education knows that there has been endless controversy over what it is
about people that “education” properly attempts to modify. Some educators
have viewed education simply as imparting knowledge, others mainly as
providing skills for doing things, still others as producing healthy “attitudes”,
and some have aspired to instil a way of life. Or if we choose to use a word
like “therapy”, we can hardly claim that we refer to a more clearly defined
realm of change. Furthermore, one can become inextricably entangled in
distinctions and vested interests by attempting to distinguish sharply between,
let us say, the domain of education and that of therapy. If we are to try to
take a broader view and to develop some basic principles that promise to
apply to all types of modifications in people, we had better use a word like
“change” to keep our thinking general enough.

The proposal that social technology may be employed to solve the
problems of society suggests that social science may be applied in ways not
different from those used in the physical sciences. Does social science, in fact,
have any practically useful knowledge which may be brought to bear sig-
nificantly on society’s most urgent problems? What scientifically based
principles are there for guiding programs of social change: In this paper we
shall restrict our considerations to certain parts of a relatively new branch
of social science known as “group dynamics”. We shall examine some of the
implications for social action which stem from research in this field of
scientific investigation.

What is “group dynamics”? Perhaps it will be most useful to start by
looking at the derivation of the word “dynamics”. It comes from a Greek
word meaning force. In careful usage of the phrase, “group dynamics” refers
to the forces operating in groups. The investigation of group dynamics, then,
consists of a study of these forces: what gives rise to them, what conditions
modify them, what consequences they have, etc. The practical application
of group dynamics (or the technology of group dynamics) consists of the
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utilization of knowledge about these forces for the achievement of some
purpose. In keeping with this definition, then, it is clear that group dynamics,
as a realm of investigation, is not particularly novel, nor is it the exclusive
property of any person or institution. It goes back at least to the outstanding
work of men like Simmel, Freud, and Cooley.

Although interest in groups has a long and respectable history, the past
fifteen years have witnessed a new flowering of activity in this field. Today,
research centers in several countries are carrying out substantial programs
of research designed to reveal the nature of groups and of their functioning.
The phrase “group dynamics” has come into common usage during this
time and intense efforts have been devoted to the development of the field,
both as a branch of social science and as a form of social technology.

In this development the name of Kurt Lewin has been outstanding. As a
consequence of his work in the field of individual psychology and from his
analysis of the nature of the pressing problems of the contemporary world,
Lewin became convinced of society’s urgent need for a scientific approach to
the understanding of the dynamics of groups. In 1945 he established the
Research Center for Group Dynamics to meet this need. Since that date the
Center has been devoting its efforts to improving our scientific understanding
of groups through laboratory experimentation, field studies, and the use of
techniques of action research. It has also attempted in various ways to help
get the findings of social science more widely used by social management.
Much of what I have to say in this paper is drawn from the experiences of
this Center in its brief existence of a little more than five years (2).

II

For various reasons we have found that much of our work has been
devoted to an attempt to gain a better understanding of the ways in which
people change their behavior or resist efforts by others to have them do so.
Whether we set for ourselves the practical goal of improving behavior or
whether we take on the intellectual task of understanding why people do
what they do, we have to investigate processes of communication, influence,
social pressure—in short, problems of change.

In this work we have encountered great frustration. The problems have
been most difficult to solve. Looking back over our experience, I have
become convinced that no small part of the trouble has resulted from an
irresistible tendency to conceive of our problems in terms of the individual.
We live in an individualistic culture. We value the individual highly, and
rightly so. But I am inclined to believe that our political and social concern
for the individual has narrowed our thinking as social scientists so much that
we have not been able to state our research problems properly. Perhaps we
have taken the individual as the unit of observation and study when some
larger unit would have been more appropriate. Let us look at a few examples.

Consider first some matters having to do with the mental health of an
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individual. We can all agree, I believe, that an important mark of a healthy
personality is that the individual’s self-esteem has not been undermined. But
on what does self-esteem depend? From research on this problem we have
discovered that, among other things, repeated experiences of failure or
traumatic failures on matters of central importance serve to undermine one’s
self-esteem. We also know that whether a person experiences success or
failure as a result of some undertaking depends upon the level of aspiration
which he has set for himself. Now, if we try to discover how the level of
aspiration gets set, we are immediately involved in the person’s relationships
to groups. The groups to which he belongs set standards for his behavior
which he must accept if he is to remain in the group. If his capacities do not
allow him to reach these standards, he experiences failure, he withdraws or
is rejected by the group and his self-esteem suffers a shock.

Suppose, then, that we accept a task of therapy, of rebuilding his self-
esteem. It would appear plausible from our analysis of the problem that we
should attempt to work with variables of the same sort that produced the
difficulty, that is to work with him either in the groups to which he now
belongs or to introduce him into new groups which are selected for the
purpose and to work upon his relationships to groups as such. From the
point of view of preventive mental health, we might even attempt to train
the groups in our communities—classes in schools, work groups in business,
families, unions, religious and cultural groups—to make use of practices
better designed to protect the self-esteem of their members.

Consider a second example. A teacher finds that in her class she has a
number of trouble-makers, full of aggression. She wants to know why these
children are so aggressive and what can be done about it. A foreman in a
factory has the same kind of problem with some of his workers. He wants
the same kind of help. The solution most tempting to both the teacher and
the foreman often is to transfer the worst trouble-makers to someone else,
or if facilities are available, to refer them for counselling. But is the problem
really of such a nature that it can be solved by removing the trouble-maker
from the situation or by working on his individual motivations and emotional
life? What leads does research give us? The evidence indicates, of course, that
there are many causes of aggressiveness in people, but one aspect of the
problem has become increasingly clear in recent years. If we observe care-
tully the amount of aggressive behavior and the number of trouble-makers
to be found in a large collection of groups, we find that these characteristics
can vary tremendously from group to group even when the different groups
are composed essentially of the same kinds of people. In the now classic
experiments of Lewin, Lippitt, and White (7) on the effects of different
styles of leadership, it was found that the same group of children displayed
markedly different levels of aggressive behavior when under different styles
of leadership. Moreover, when individual children were transferred from one
group to another, their levels of aggressiveness shifted to conform to the
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atmosphere of the new group. Efforts to account for one child’s aggressive-
ness under one style of leadership merely in terms of his personality traits
could hardly succeed under these conditions. This is not to say that a person’s
behavior is entirely to be accounted for by the atmosphere and structure of
the immediate group, but it is remarkable to what an extent a strong,
cohesive group can control aspects of a member’s behavior traditionally
thought to be expressive of enduring personality traits. Recognition of this
fact rephrases the problem of how to change such behavior. It directs us to
a study of the sources of the influence of the group on its members.

Let us take an example from a different field. What can we learn from
efforts to change people by mass media and mass persuasion? In those rare
instances when educators, propagandists, advertisers, and others who want
to influence large numbers of people, have bothered to make an objective
evaluation of the enduring changes produced by their efforts, they have been
able to demonstrate only the most negligible effects (1). The inefficiency
of attempts to influence the public by mass media would be scandalous if
there were agreement that it was important or even desirable to have such
influences strongly exerted. In fact, it is no exaggeration to say that all of
the research and experience of generations has not improved the efficiency of
lectures or other means of mass influence to any noticeable degree. Some-
thing must be wrong with our theories of learning, motivation, and social
psychology.

Within very recent years some research data have been accumulating
which may give us a clue to the solution of our problem. In one series of
experiments directed by Lewin, it was found that a method of group decision,
in which the group as a whole made a decision to have its members change
their behavior, was from two to ten times as effective in producing actual
change as was a lecture presenting exhortation to change (6). We have yet
to learn precisely what produces these differences of effectiveness, but it is
clear that by introducing group forces into the situation a whole new level
of influence has been achieved.

The experience has been essentially the same when people have attempted
to increase the productivity of individuals in work settings. Traditional con-
ceptions of how to increase the output of workers have stressed the individual:
select the right man for the job; simplify the job for him; train him in the
skills required; motivate him by economic incentives; make it clear to whom
he reports; keep the lines of authority and responsibility simple and straight.
But even when all these conditions are fully met we are finding that pro-
ductivity is far below full potential. There is even good reason to conclude
that this individualistic conception of the determinants of productivity
actually fosters negative consequences. The individual, now isolated and
subjected to the demands of the organization through the commands of his
boss, finds that he must create with his fellow employees informal groups,
not shown on any table of organization, in order to protect himself from
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arbitrary control of his life, from the boredom produced by the endless
repetition of mechanically sanitary and routine operations, and from the
impoverishment of his emotional and social life brought about by the frus-
tration of his basic needs for social interaction, participation, and acceptance
in a stable group. Recent experiments have demonstrated clearly that the
productivity of work groups can be greatly increased by methods of work
organization and supervision which give more responsibility to work groups,
which allow for fuller participation in important decisions, and which make
stable groups the firm basis for support of the individual’s social needs (3)-
I am convinced that future research will also demonstrate that people work-
ing under such conditions become more mature and creative individuals in
their homes, in community life, and as citizens.

As a final example, let us examine the experience of efforts to train people
in workshops, institutes, and special training courses. Such efforts are com-
mon in various areas of social welfare, intergroup relations, political affairs,
industry, and adult education generally. It is an unfortunate fact that objective
evaluation of the effects of such training efforts has only rarely been under-
taken, but there is evidence for those who will look that the actual change
in behavior produced is most disappointing. A workshop not infrequently
develops keen interest among the participants, high morale and enthusiasm,
and a firm resolve on the part of many to apply all the wonderful insights
back home. But what happens back home? The trainee discovers that his
colleagues don’t share his enthusiasm. He learns that the task of changing
others’ expectations and ways of doing things is discouragingly difficult. He
senses, perhaps not very clearly, that it would make all the difference in the
world if only there were a few other people sharing his enthusiasm and
insights with whom he could plan activities, evaluate consequences of efforts,
and from whom he could gain emotional and motivational support. The
approach to training which conceives of its task as being merely that of
changing the individual probably produces frustration, demoralization, and
disillusionment in as large a measure as it accomplishes more positive results.

A few years ago the Research Center for Group Dynamics undertook to
shed light on this problem by investigating the operation of a workshop for
training leaders in intercultural relations (8). In a project, directed by Lippitt,
we set out to compare systematically the different effects of the workshop
upon trainees who came as isolated individuals in contrast to those who came
as teams. Since one of the problems in the field of intercultural relations is
that of getting people of good will to be more active in community efforts
to improve intergroup relations, one goal of the training workshop was to
increase the activity of the trainees in such community affairs. We found that
before the workshop there was no difference in the activity level of the people
who were to be trained as isolates and of those who were to be trained as
teams. Six months after the workshop, however, those who had been trained
as isolates were only slightly more active than before the workshop whereas
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those who had been members of strong training teams were now much more
active. We do not have clear evidence on the point, but we would be quite
certain that the maintenance of heightened activity over a long period of time
would also be much better for members of teams. For the isolates the effect
of the workshop had the characteristic of a “shot in the arm” while for the
team member it produced a more enduring change because the team provided
continuous support and reinforcement for its members.

III

What conclusions may we draw from these examples? What principles
of achieving change in people can we see emerging? To begin with the most
general proposition, we may state that the behavior, attitudes, beliefs, and
values of the individual are all firmly grounded in the groups to which he
belongs. How aggressive or cooperative a person is, how much self-respect
and self-confidence he has, how energetic and productive his work is, what
he aspires to, what he believes to be true and good, whom he loves or hates,
and what beliefs and prejudices he holds—all these characteristics are highly
determined by the individual’s group memberships. In a real sense, they are
properties of groups and of the relationships between people. Whether they
change or resist change will, therefore, be greatly influenced by the nature
of these groups. Attempts to change them must be concerned with the
dynamics of groups.

In examining more specifically how groups enter into the process of
change, we find it useful to view groups in at least three different ways.
In the first view, the group is seen as a source of influence over its members.
Efforts to change behavior can be supported or blocked by pressures on
members stemming from the group. To make constructive use of these
pressures the group must be used as a medium of change. In the second view,
the group itself becomes the target of change. To change the behavior of
individuals it may be necessary to change the standards of the group, its
style of leadership, its emotional atmosphere, or its stratification into cliques
and hierarchies. Even though the goal may be to change the behavior of
individuals, the target of change becomes the group. In the third view, it is
recognized that many changes of behavior can be brought about only by
the organized efforts of groups as agents of change. A committee to combat
intolerance, a labor union, an employers association, a citizens group to
increase the pay of teachers—any action group will be more or less effective
depending upon the way it is organized, the satisfactions it provides to its
members, the degree to which its goals are clear, and a host of other properties
of the group.

An adequate social technology of change, then, requires at the very least
a scientific understanding of groups viewed in each of these ways. We shall
consider here only the first two aspects of the problem: the group as a medium
of change and as a target of change.
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THE GROUP AS A MEDIUM OF CHANGE

Principle No. 1. If the group is to be used effectively as a medium of
change, those people who are to be changed and those who are to exert
influence for change must have a strong sense of belonging to the same
group.

Kurt Lewin described this principle well: “The normal gap between
teacher and student, doctor and patient, social worker and public, can . . .
be a real obstacle to acceptance of the advocated conduct.” In other words,
in spite of whatever status differences there might be between them, the
teacher and the student have to feel as members of one group in matters
involving their sense of values. The chances for re-education seem to be
increased whenever a strong we-feeling is created (5). Recent experiments
by Preston and Heintz have demonstrated greater changes of opinions among
- members of discussion groups operating with participatory leadership than
among those with supervisory leadership (12). The implications of this prin-
ciple for classroom teaching are far-reaching. The same may be said of
supervision in the factory, army, or hospital.

Principle No. 2. The more attractive the group is to its members the
greater is the influence that the group can exert on its members.

This principle has been extensively documented by Festinger and his
co-workers (4). They have been able to show in a variety of settings that
in more cohesive groups there is a greater readiness of members to attempt
to influence others, a greater readiness to be influenced by others, and stronger
pressures toward conformity when conformity is a relevant matter for the
group. Important for the practitioner wanting to make use of this principle
is, of course, the question of how to increase the attractiveness of groups.
This is a question with many answers. Suffice it to say that a group is more
attractive the more it satisfies the needs of its members. We have been able
to demonstrate experimentally an increase in group cohesiveness by increas-
ing the liking of members for each other as persons, by increasing the
perceived importance of the group goal, and by increasing the prestige of the
group among other groups. Experienced group workers could add many
other ways to this list.

Principle No. 3. In attempts to change attitudes, values, or behavior,
the more relevant they are to the basis of attraction to the group, the
greater will be the influence that the group can exert upon them.

I believe this principle gives a clue to some otherwise puzzling phe-
nomena. How does it happen that a group, like a labor union, seems to be
able to exert such strong discipline over its members in some matters (let
us say in dealings with management), while it seems unable to exert nearly
the same influence in other matters (let us say in political action)? If we
examine why it is that members are attracted to the group, I believe we will
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find that a particular reason for belonging seems more related to some of the
group’s activities than to others. If a man joins a union mainly to keep his
job and to improve his working conditions, he may be largely uninfluenced
by the union’s attempt to modify his attitudes toward national and inter-
national affairs. Groups differ tremendously in the range of matters that are
relevant to them and hence over which they have influence. Much of the
inefficiency of adult education could be reduced if more attention were
paid to the need that influence attempts be appropriate to the groups
in which they are made.

Principle No. 4. The greater the prestige of a group member in the
eyes of the other members, the greater the influence he can exert.

Polansky, Lippitt, and Redl (11) have demonstrated this principle with
great care and methodological ingenuity in a series of studies in children’s
summer camps. From a practical point of view it must be emphasized that
the things giving prestige to a member may not be those characteristics most
prized by the official management of the group. The most prestige-carrying
member of a Sunday School class may not possess the characteristics most
similar to the minister of the church. The teacher’s pet may be a poor source
of influence within a class. This principle is the basis for the common observa-
tion that the official leader and the actual leader of a group are often not the
same individual.

Principle No. 5. Efforts to change individuals or subparts of a group
which, if successful, would have the result of making them deviate from
the norms of the group will encounter strong resistance.

During the past few years a great deal of evidence has been accumulated
showing the tremendous pressures which groups can exert upon members to
conform to the group’s norms. The price of deviation in most groups is
rejection or even expulsion. If the member really wants to belong and be
accepted, he cannot withstand this type of pressure. It is for this reason that
efforts to change people by taking them from the group and giving them
special training so often have disappointing results. This principle also
accounts for the finding that people thus trained sometimes display increased
tension, aggressiveness toward the group, or a tendency to form cults or
cliques with others who have shared their training.

These five principles concerning the group as a medium of change would
appear to have readiest application to groups created for the purpose of pro-
ducing changes in people. They provide certain specifications for building
effective training or therapy groups. They also point, however, to a difficulty
in producing change in people in that they show how resistant an individual
is to changing in any way contrary to group pressures and expectations. In
order to achieve many kinds of changes in people, therefore, it is necessary
to deal with the group as a target of change.
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THE GROUP AS A TARGET OF CHANGE

Principle No. 6. Strong pressure for changes in the group can be estab-
lished by creating a shared perception by members of the need for change,
thus making the source of pressure for change lie within the group.

Marrow and French (9) report a dramatic case-study which illustrates
this principle quite well. A manufacturing concern had a policy against

ing women over thirty because it was believed that they were slower,
more difficult to train, and more likely to be absent. The staff psychologlst
was able to present to management evidence that this belief was clearly un-
warranted at least within their own company. The psychologist’s facts, how-
ever, were rejected and ignored as a basis for action because they violated
accepted beliefs. It was claimed that they went against the direct experience
of the foremen. Then the psychologist hit upon a plan for achieving change
which differed drastically from the usual one of argument, persuasion, and
pressure. He proposed that management conduct its own analysis of the
situation. With his help management collected all the facts which they
believed were relevant to the problem. When the results were in they were
now their own facts rather than those of some “outside” expert. Policy was
immediately changed without further resistance. The important point here
is that facts are not enough. The facts must be the accepted property of the
group if they are to become an effective basis for change. There seems to be
all the difference in the world in changes actually carried out between those
cases in which a consulting firm is hired to do a study and present a report
and those in which technical experts are asked to collaborate with the group
in doing its own study.

Principle No. 7. Information relating to the need for change, plans for
change, and consequences of change must be shared by all relevant people
in the group.

Another way of stating this principle is to say that change of a group
ordinarily requires the opening of communication channels. Newcomb (10)
has shown how one of the first consequences of mistrust and hostility is the
avoidance of communicating openly and freely about the things producing
the tension. If you look closely at a pathological group (that is, one that has
trouble making decisions or effecting coordinated efforts of its members),
you will certainly find strong restraints in that group against communicating
vital information among its members. Until these restraints are removed
there can be little hope for any real and lasting changes in the group’s func-
tioning. In passing it should be pointed out that the removal of barriers to
communication will ordinarily be accompanied by a sudden increase in the
communication of hostility. The group may appear to be falling apart, and
it will certainly be a painful experience to many of the members. This pain
and the fear that things are getting out of hand often stop the process of
change once begun.
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Principle No. 8. Changes in one part of a group produce strain in other
related parts which can be reduced only by eliminating the change or by
bringing about readjustments in the related parts.

Itis a common practice to undertake improvements in group functioning
by providing training programs for certain classes of people in the organiza-
tion. A training program for foremen, for nurses, for teachers, or for group
workers is established. If the content of the training is relevant for organiza-
tional change, it must of necessity deal with the relationships these people
have with other subgroups. If nurses in a hospital change their behavior
significantly, it will affect their relations both with the patients and with the
doctors. It is unrealistic to assume that both these groups will remain in-
different to any significant changes in this respect. In hierarchical structures
this process is most clear. Lippitt has proposed on the basis of research and
experience that in such organizations attempts at change should always
involve three levels, one being the major target of change and the other two
being the one above and the one below.

v

These eight principles represent a few of the basic propositions emerging
from research in group dynamics. Since research is constantly going on and
since it is the very nature of research to revise and reformulate our concep-
tions, we may be sure that these principles will have to be modified and
improved as time goes by. In the meantime they may serve as guides in our
endeavors to develop a scientifically based technology of social management.

In social technology, just as in physical technology, invention plays a
crucial role. In both fields progress consists of the creation of new mechan-
isms for the accomplishment of certain goals. In both fields inventions arise
in response to practical needs and are to be evaluated by how effectively they
satisfy these needs. The relation of invention to scientific development is
indirect but important. Inventions cannot proceed too far ahead of basic
scientific development, nor should they be allowed to fall too far behind.
They will be more effective the more they make good use of known prin-
ciples of science, and they often make new developments in science possible.
On the other hand, they are in no sense logical derivations from scientific
principles.

I have taken this brief excursion into the theory of invention in order to
make a final point. To many people “group dynamics” is known only for
the social inventions which have developed in recent years in work with
groups. Group dynamics is often thought of as certain techniques to be used
with groups. Role playing, buzz groups, process observers, post-meeting
reaction sheets, and feedback of group observations are devices popularly
associated with the phrase “group dynamics”. I trust that I have been able to
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show that group dynamics is more than a collection of gadgets. It certainly
aspires to be a science as well as a technology. ~

This is not to underplay the importance of these inventions nor of the
function of inventing. As inventions they are all mechanisms designed to
help accomplish important goals. How effective they are will depend upon
how skilfully they are used and how appropriate they are to the purposes to
which they are put. Careful evaluative research must be the ultimate judge
of their usefulness in comparison with alternative inventions. I believe that
the principles enumerated in this paper indicate some of the specifications
that social inventions in this field must meet.
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