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INTRODUCTION

1 Meetings. and particularly mternational meetings are a vital fea-
ture of society. They are a princioal means whereby different per-
spectives are - assembled », « meet » or touch each other, possi-
bly foltowing a period of separation (« reunion »). Through such oc-
casions resources are brought together to bear on a question of
common concern (« conference ») or they may provide the environ-
ment in which unrelated questions can emerge spontaneously
{~ Forum ~).

2. Considerable efforts have been successtully made to increase
the efficiency of meeting organization/operation through the use ot
management skills, communications technology and specially
conceived buildings. The organizational skills have been profes-
sionalized and are available as a commercial service, whtlst the qu-
antity of meetings has given rise to a whole « conference industry »
of significant economic 1mportance

3. Despite the ease with which meetings are held, and the increa-
sing number of such events, there is rising concern that many of
these do not fulfii the expectations of participants and of those
whose future depends upon their outcome.

4. Some efforts have been made to move beyond a concern for the
« mechanics » of meeting organization in order 1o facilitate those
processes which are more congenial and signiticant to participants.
These innovations have been for the most part experimental or
implemented under special conditions and are prnimarily applicable
to small groups. The majority of meetings has been little affected,
if at all.

5. The fundamental problem seems to be associated with the fact
that the apparent success at « processing » agenda items, parti-
cipants viewpoints and documents is matched by only an apparent
or superficial consensus whose impact if any. is frequently limited
to one ot short-term public relations. The meeting outcome is such
that the collective empowerment 1s minimal as is the enablement
of the participant

6. Seen in this light current p con-
stitute a principal obstacle to sociail change at least for the meet-
ings in which this i1s a preoccupation,

7. The chaltenge would therefore appear to be to elaborate a new
conceptual framework within which a meeting may be perceived.
This should highlight the hitherto hidden dimensions of the prob-
lem and clarity more appropriate options. For unless a new attitude
tothe meeting process can be elaborated, it seems highly probable
that concealed inherent weaknesses will continue to undermine
and erode the value for social change of any meenng outcome. In
avery real sense ings model ¢ ti to act and
the (injeffectiveness of collective action.

8. An important question then js how to mature the power of a
meeting to :

- reflect the complexity of the external environment in an ordered
manner {representation), to reflect about that environment {con-
ceptual processes), and to refiect about itselt {self-reference or
self-reflexiveness):

tocus the variety of perspectives represented, without destroy-
ng it n some simplistic formula of superticial consensus;

- transform the 1ssues presented, and the organizational groups
which take responsibility for them, into new configurations of
operational significance:;

act, or empower those represented to act, in the light of the level
of understanding achieved during the meseting.

!

9. The task 13 therefore to discover ot nature of the « compleat
meeting ~ of the future, through which a new order may be brought
INto being.

power of large-group conferences, espo-

A.J. Judge for Commission 1V {Meeting so-
rum of Transnational Associations {Brussels,

CLARIFICATION

1. This colfection of topics, and the exploratory process with
which jtjs associated, is not concerned with large-group meet-
ings or conferences which are :

- organized ing to p.
satisfactory by most of those directly invoived, poss:bl ly on the
basis of experience of previous meetings in the same series;

'

del:beralely structured, by the mstigators to achieve a cerram
pective of the individual of
those who choose to participate upder such circumstances;

- conceived around a pre~defined set of topics, irrespective of
any other topics which may emerge during the meeting as
common 1o a number of participants present:

deliberately unstructured, as an environment for spontaneous
exchange between participants, but without any concern that
such exchanges should fead to the emergence of some farger
pattern.

2. Attention js only given to the « mechanics » of meeting or-
ganization (covered in the many books available on such mat-
ters) in so far as they directly affect the psycho-social dynamic
of the meeting.

3. This topic procedure provides a means of collecting together
ideas which may be helpful in different ways to different people
according to their meeting experience. It is to be expected that
a given participant will find some portion of the topic sheets to
be partiatly or totally irrefevant to perceived needs.

4. This coliection does not attempt to elaborate any single so-
lution to the p. ji or o a particular ap-
proach. Afternative methods are already i use for some of
them. Reference to these will be made whenever appropriate to
the case of large-groups (1.e. in excess of 15 to 30 persons).

5. So little attention has been given to the psycho-social dy-
namics of large-group meetings (particularly of the internation-
aI mlerd;sc:plmary variety), that many of the topics can only be
and or even speculatively.
None of the remarks should therefore be considered conclusive.
The major concern is o stimulate open- -ended reflechon — ac-
cepting the necess:(y of risking error. Hopelfully this may fac:l—
iate a h into a new ding of par
n large-group and ical i
improved organization in the future.

6. Thisis pot an « academ:c exercise. Il is an effort by par-
ticipants in i d acad-
emics) to explore whatever knowledge, experience and insight
seems useful fo the improvement of the conference process.
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ENVISIONING THE PERFECT MEETING

1 In recent years many people have deplored the inadequacies of
the wisions of society in the future. Itss argued that credible visions
ofter a vital guidsline to long-term policy. Claritying such visions is
a useful focus for debate. As a central process (n society. meetings
also merit this form of concern. Indeed if the problems inherent in
meeting cannot be solved, is it possible to move toward any better
society 7 What could constitute a perfect meeting in the future ?
Adequate images of such ideal meetings can guide reflection on
present inadequacies and on how they may be overcome. The fol-
lowing points identify aspects which can be usetully borne in mind.

2. Inter weaving resources : Rather than the present emphass on
isolated participant contributions, the emphasis will be on interre-
lating contributions to torm a pattern whose form evokes further
contributions thus bringing about an appropriate balance of per-
spectives. Representatives of each disciphne or approach will
strive for better ways to evoke that pattern. Lengthy contributions
(in time or on paper) will become secondary to the contribution of
specific ideas, values, tacts, problems or relationships. Those
which significantly improve the emerging pattern will be vaiued
most.

3. Pace : Rather than the present hectic exercises in maximizing
« communication », many meetings or sessions will bear a greater
resemblance to a public game of chess or go. Periods of silence will
be interspersed with brief contributions to the emerging pattern on
whose evolution all are reflecting.

4. Status and reward : Rather than status being accorded or ac-
knowledged by protocol and « prime time » privileges. it will be self-
evident trom the record ot the relative significance of the contrib-
utions made to the emerging pattern. This will be the prime source
of personal satisfaction.

5. Process : Rather than the simplistic overt processes of present
meetings (made possible by a complex of covert processes) the
range of processes will be understood to interweave as they do in
a complex but healthy ecosystem — of which there are many types.

8. Maturity : Rather than the present possibility of immatunty in a
meeting of the most eminent, the maturity level of the meeting will
be a matter of explicit concern and many will have skiils to evolve
the meeting beyond the characteristic traps ot the present

7. Roles : Rather than the imited range of roles in present meet-
Ings, those of the future will be characterized by a rich variety of
supporting. guiding, informing, tacilitating roles. The potential of a
meeting may well be judged by the « participant/supporting role »
ratio {(cf. the teacher/pupil ratio in schools) as well as the number
of « jargons » between which « interpretation » is provided.

8. Modes : Rater than the imited range of modes now permissable
in a given meeting. it will be possible for a meeting to move tlexibly
between many modes according to the energy requirments of the
participants - and without losing a sense of coherence.

9 Conceptual environment: Rather than the crude (lack of)
awareness of meeting conceptual dynamics, participants wili be
much more conscious of the « species » ot each contribution made,
the effect it can have on the evolution of the conceptual environ-
ment, and the constraints on its viability.

10. Physical environment : To those involved in such perfect meet-
Ings, the negative effects of the many subtle and less subtle design
factors in present conterence centres will be obvious. Conference
environment design will focus on enabling the many aspects of
conceptual pattern formatjon rather than « processing » partici-
pants and inhibiting synthesis. Flexible settings will adapt to the
changing conceptual environment.

11 Technology : Aside from the already evident move towards
« electronic meetings ~ between distant participants, much grea-
ter use will be made ot technology to enable spoptaneous commu-
nication between participants (rather than at them), to represent
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graphically the pattern emerging from the contnibutions made, and
to facilitate synthesis whilst protecting variety.

12. New challenges : Because the environment will enable collec-
tive reflechion on much more subtle questions than at present, new
challenges will emerge - possibly to be recognized as of greater (or
more fundamental} significance 1han the often simplistic preoccu-
pations of present meetings.

INTEGRATIVE FAILURE

1. Although ntegrative skills may be successtully applied to a si-
tuation their elusive nature can be partially defined by the ways in
which such skills may fail or be used to conceal abuse.

2. Reduction in variety : A simpte way to ease the integrative prob-
lem 1s 10 reduce the diversity of elements present in the situation
using an argument for standardization and against any «hodge
podge  mixture of elements. This of course eliminates some m-
nority interests. In the extreme case of destructive or « meltdown »
synthesis, all vasiety 1s eliminated.

3. tion in ity : By eli ing a significant number of the
elements, the problem may also be eased. The argument that can
be used is that they are well-represented by the variety of ele-
ments that remain and that any « proliferation » of elements is djs-
orderly. In practice this results in the absorption of some elements
by others, such as in the case of minority groups.

4 Simplification : Subtleties and nuances, possibly defended by
specific minority groups, may be ignored. Interconnecting webs of
relations can be ignored.

5. Tokenism : Emphasis may be placed on the image or desirability
of synthesis in order 1o concea) inability 1o achieve any steps tow-
ards it

6. Temporary synthesis : In a dynamic situation it may be possible
to achjeve some measure of integration in the short-term by ignor-
ing factors temporarily absent or only emerging over longer time
cycles.

7.« Coloured » synthesis : A significant degree of synthesis may be
achieved, but fsom a particular viewpoint or in terss of a particutar
mode, approach or strategy. The narrowness of such a synthests,
coloured by the perspective of those who achieve it, may be diffi-
cult to communijcate within the framework established by that syn-
thesis.

8. Enforced synthesis : In some mstances, as with a dynamic set
of minority interests. a form of integration may be imposed by con-
straining the dynamics (although without reducing the number or
variety of the elements).

9 Dogmatic synthesis: An impression of synthesis may be
achieved by stating frequently and forcefully that it has been
achieved and thus eroding expectation that a greater degree of
synthesis is possible.

10. Laissez faire synthesis : By reinterpreting the nature of synthe-
$IS or integration, it may be deemed to exist under any circum-
stances as the pattern of interaction amongst the elements. No in-
tervention Is required, although if undertaken it would merely add
to the pattern of interaction

11. Agglomerative synthesis : Appropriate integration may be as-
sumed to have been achieved simply by ensuring the juxtaposition
of the vanous elements or viewpoints. This corresponds to the use
of the prefix « multi » (e.g. in multidisciplinary). In books reflecting
such a multidisciplinary synthesis. it 1s the binding which provides
the synthesis, given the absence of any relationship between the
constituent discplinary chapters.

12. C ive or fi ial sy : Integration may
be assumed to have been achieved by recording comparisons be-
tween the perspectives or elements. This often corresponds to the
use of the pretix « cross- « (e.g. in cross-cultural).



13, Cross-impact synthesis : Integration may be assumed 1o have
peen actyeved by taking into account the constraints and feedback
loops emerging from other disciplinary perspectives. This may
comespond to use of the prefix « inter- » (e.g. in imerdisciplinary).
Note however that it1s only with the emergence of a new level of
order that a synthesis breakthrough may be said to have occurred
(this may correspond to the use of the prefix « trans- » as in trans-
drsciplinary)

INTEGRATIVE SKILLS

1. Although dunng meetings there is much discussion of « integra-
tion » and there are many attempts at producing a « synthesis »,
the skills called upon seem 1o be poorly understood, hard to com-
muntcate, and very difficuit 10 put into practice. It is therefore usefut
to note very difterent domains where integrative skills are prac-
tised successfully. evan if it 1s not immadiately claar what can be
learnt from them for use in @ meeting environment.

2. Design and composition : This 1s the process through which
creative ntuition influences the selection of elements and the
manner and proportion in which they are to be balanced - what is
to be put together and how. In each of the following the configura-
tion of elements tends to relate to an emergent focal point :

2.1 Composing music.

2.2 Painting a picture.

2.3 Flower arrangement (lkebana).

2.4 Landscaping.

2.5 Building and community design.

2.6 Interior decoration.

2.7 Designing a meal (or menu).

2.8 Putting together a group a team, or an evening party.
2.9 Writing a novel.

3 Managing dynamic situations : This is the process whereby the
relationships between a complex set of given elements is kept in
focus Examples are:

3.1 Juggling.
3.2 Leadership of a group (including use of charigmakms=-**"
3.3 Production of a show. T o, \

3.4 Conducting a military compaign.
3.5 Controiling @ chemical plant.

3.6 Scheduling railways, delivenies, etc.
3.7 Making a party « go » (hosting).

3.8 Conducting an orchestra.

3.9 Gardening.

4. Analyzing complex situations : This is clearly oriented to under-
standing whatever can be analyzed irrespective of whether this
leads to broader synthesis. Examples are :

4.1 Operations research.

4.2 Systems research.

4.3 Cybernetics.

4.4 Management research.

4.5 Political analysis.

5. Communicating synthesis : This is the process whereby a sense
of wholeness or unity among diverse parts imparted to others, even
itonly as a symbol or token of what may later be achieved in prac-
tice.

5.1 Environmentat appreciation {« One Earth »).

5.2 Art education,

5.3 Ant of speaking.

5.4 Poftical commentator

8. Embodying synthesis : Whereas each of the above is in some

way a manjpulation of synthesis, however necessary. there seem

to be instances where a person acts as the focal point for synthesis

and is so perceived by those whose interests are reinterpreted and

focussed in this way Examples are perhaps :

8.1 Spirjtual leaders (including saints, gurus, and charismatic
evangelists;.

6,2 Political heross tincluding statesmen, military and revolutioary
feaders)

£.3 Cultural heroes {including pop-stars, film-stars).

INTERDISCIPLINARITY

1:The need in meetings 10 intarrelate the approaches of ditferent
disciplines, in order to understand a social problem situation and
go be abletor d appropriate ial pr , 1S NOW
!ncreasingly recognized. The « inter-disciplinary » approachin now
in fashion and an essential element in many requests for pro-
gramme tunds.

2. Op closer examination, however it is possible 1o discover that
this requirement, far from constituting any form of progress, is only
the symptom of the pathological state of knowledge at this time.
The specialization without limit of scientific disciphnes has result-
ed in an increasing fragmentation of the epistemological horizon.

3. Specialists cannot be asked to testity in meetings with regard to
the unification of the sciences, or an «sntlegrated » action pro-
gramme. insofar as these specialists by their vocation and training
are ignorant of, or deny, this very unity. Even those who profess to
stand for the unification of the sciences cannot aiways be trusted,
for each one of them would be satisfied in defining his famitiar point
of view, and more or less justitying his own individual presupposi-
tions.

4. Teaching and research institutions reinforce the above separa-
tion through adminisirative procedures which tend to eliminate
communications with institutions associated with other disci-
plines. This 1s reflected in conference programme events spon-
sored in parallel by such bodies. The division of intellectual space
into smaller and smaller compartments, and the multiptication of in-
stitutions which assume the management of each such territory,
results in the formation of a feudal system which governs the ma-
jority of scientific teaching and research entreprises and s clearly
retlected in the organization of meetings.

5. When an « interdisciplinary » approach is used in a meeting, it
most often consists in bringing together speciaiists from different
disciplines, in the simplistic baelief that such an assembly would
suffice to bring about a common ground and a common language
between individuals who have nothing else n common. The reports
or resulis of such meetings neither achieve, nor attempt to achieve,
any synthesis - other than the purely spatial juxtaposition of view-
points and constraints, and subsequently, a judiciously worded ed-
jtonal overview for the published proceedings.

6. Few ot the societal problems which give rise fo (arge confer-
ences at this time can adequately be handled within any one dis-
cipline. Such problems result from the interaction of social, econ-
omic, technological, political. religious, psychological. biological
and other factors. Understanding requires an ntegration of the
relevant disciplinary perspectives. Such integration however must
be much more than the synthesis of results obtained by independ-
ent unidisciplinary studies conducted prior to the meeting. The
synthesis, to be useful, must come before the unidisciplinary com-
mitments have been made and the conclusions frozen, without
having been tempered by exposure to other constraints This
should be the true function of an interdisciplinary ~ meeting » - to
act as a « transformative crucible » from which a new perspective
emerges and is tempered in a number of stages. )t the result is
merely an agglomeration, then no transformation has taken place
and the process has faied.

7. Where such interdisciplinary synthesis does take place, how-
ever, it is most successtul between two closely related disciplines.
Such mtegration 1s decreasingly successtul as the number of dhs-
ciphines involved increases. This s matched by a rapid decrease in
the sophistication of the synthesis and a reduction in expectation
of its benefits by those involved. A « synthesis » of results In itself
dangerous in a meeting o it 1S superficial, but nevertheless
succeeds In removing the stmulus to greater collective effort

8. The difficulties are increased when the disciplines are of a dif-
terent nature, have fundamentally ditferent methodologies, or fo-
cus on very different subject matter. As the variety of disciplinary
perspectives increases, soO does the tendency of each subgroup to
perceive the actwity of others as being of marginat relevance or im-
portance.

9. The chailenge in meetings is to face up 1o the tallures of the past
{particulariy those disguised as successes) and to find new ways
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ofinterrelating the intellectual resources avarable in order to guide
signihcant change

MEETING FOCUS : a description.

1. In a discusston an indiv:dual may be rebuked for not = keeping
to the point ». In a meeting this may reter to relevance to a point on
the agenda. It i1s the agenda which is used to tocus the meeting
process, although when there 1s a programme, focus may only be
achieved through the agendas of individual sessions or possibly
through a concluding plenary session. What 1s focus in a meeting
and what 1s its significance, especially in relation to the aim or ob-
jective of the meeting ?

2. imposed focus : A meeting may be convened to focus on a par-
ticular concern decided in advance in such a case those present
and the points raised will be clearly related to that concern, al-
though perhaps notin the view of all present. Focus 1s thus a ques-
tion of establishing and maintaming the relatioaship of a variety of
subsidiary concerns to one central concern, even though the prop-
onents of particular subsidiary copcerns may not recognize each
others relevance to that central concern.

3. Emergent focus : A meeting may be convened in the hope that
a point of common focus will emerge as a basis for interlinking a
variety of partizlly (or un-) retated concerns The problem is then
to facilitate its identification and emergence.

4. Multiple focus : Whether imposed or emergent, it may be a ques-
tion of a multiple focus, rather than a single one. There may be no
intention, desire or ability to relate the multiple points of focus to
one another or to a single underlying concern. This may be reflect-
ed in a varnety of unrelated points in an agenda or meeting pro-
gramme

5. Degree of focus : Whether a matter of ability or intention, the
meeting may resist any classification or sharpening of focus in
preference to a dittuse focus or none at all. An unfocused meeting
may be viewed as more Creative or effective under certain condi-
tions, or perhaps all that is feasible. Note that focus may be
achieved without any verbal acknowledgement of s nature.

8. Aims, objectives and goals : Although it is possible to make use-
ful distinctions between these, it is therr difference from focus
which should be noted Each of them is in one way or another an
intention or desire as opposed to the definite achievement charac-
teristic of tocus But focus 1s also a precondition for them, in that
it interrelates the relevant elements necessary for their achieve-
ment, whether any subsequent action is taken or not. In this way
a meeting can focus on its objective, for example or may fail to do
$0 because its ability 1o focus 1s inadequate.

7. Focus and transformation : To achieve whatever transformation
itintends, a meeting must bring the resources it has assembled to
bear. bringing them appropriately into focus. This establishes the
critical quantity or variety of factors necessary to the transforma-
tion. Focus ensures that the configuration of factors assembled will
direct the energy of the meeting participants appropriately, rather
than allowing it to dissipate ineffectually. Individual actions are
then mutually reinforcing rather than nullifying. Depending on the
nature of the meeting, focus may also be required to disseminate
or contain the energy released by the transformative process.

8. Strategy and process : Focus may be brought about by an ap-
propriate strategy for a process from the prior unfocused condition
-afocusing procedure. Such strategy may even be considered the
time dimension of focus.

8. Structure and focus : One method of ensunng focus s through
the conventional hierarchical structure of executive and other pro-
gramme committees and officers, culminating in the meeting pres-
ident. The weakness of this approach results from the limitations
of the simple hierarchy as a means of appropriately channelling
and interrelating the information flows associated with interrelated
topics This is especially true when the hierarchy also has to per-
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form protocol and other non-substantive functions which prevent
ejther the executive director or the president from ensuring a sub.
stantive synthesis, even if they ware able.

10. Focus and configuration : Where hierarchical ordering of the
meeting programme or lines of responsibility no longer suffices to
contain the complexity of the subject malter, a programme matrix
may be used, When 1his is inadequate more complex contigura-
tions are required (e.g. critical path and network diagrams) There
js however a major constraint in that focus is no longer possible if
the complexity exceeds the ability ot participants 10 comprehend,
And in order to maintain comprehensibility the configuration of is-
sues must contan elements of symmetry and pattern to reinforce
memorability and communicability. Whilst it is not necessary for all
participants to comprehend the whole configuration, there must be
sufficient overlap both to maintain connectedness and to prevent
loss of confidence in 1he chain of overlaps linking the most distant
parts of the configuration.

11. Focus and the individual : The ad of the ¢

depends on the quality of the participants and the extent to which
its features engage their attention and energy. The greater the var-
jety reflected in the configuration, the greater the potential, but
also the greater the risk that participants will onty be engaged par-
tially or superficially and that the focus will be trivial. Powerful focus
1s achieved when the meeting configuration matches to a signifi-
cant degree the psychic configuration of the participants. Partici-
pants respond to finding their own condition refiscted in the meet-
ing configuration, and the meeting reflected within themselves - it
)s this resonance which energizes the meeting. Any action through
the meeting is then directly consistent with the individual's own de-
velopment and calls upon all the participant is able to contribute
because of the mannerin which that contribution results in person-
al growth through the meeting. The meeting configuration thus
reinforces connections which enable focus and transformation at
a new level of significance, both collective and individual.

FOCUS : a checklist

1. Below are listed, in no particular order, difterent aspects of focus
or processes which tend to occur when a meeting is in focus.

2. Checklist :

2.1 Category transformation : a condition of focus should permit
a reordering of the categories governing the meeting (or the
organization of its subject matter) into a less procrustean
pattern corresponding more appropriately to the reality en-
coded.

2.2 Organizational transformation : in a condition of focus the
organizational units or sub-divisions whereby it has been
brought about can be reformed into a pattern more approp-
riate to the functional categones.

2.3 Problem sensitivity (resolving power) : a condition of focus
permits problems (otherwise considered identical} to be ap-
propnately distinguished.

2.4 Problem subtlety : certain all-pervading subtle problems can
only be detected in a condition of low « noise-level » charac-
teristic of focus.

2.5 Stabilized overview : focus 1s a necessary condition tor a
stable overview of the meeting’s domain (possibly as a meta-
cdimension) otherwise viewed as a multi-facted image

2.6 Contribution of the seemingly irrelevant : only in a condition
of focus can the contribution of otherwise ~ irrelevant » re-
sources to the balance of the whole be understood.

27 F to pectives : a condition of focus is
hospitable to olherwnse ~ divergent » perspectives.

2.8 Sensitivity to new options: the reduction in « noise-level »
associated with a condition of tocus permits new options and
directions to emerge.

2.9 Transformation of collective self-awareness : the condition
of focus facllitates the emergence of a collective sense of id-
entity at a new level of integration and immediacy.

210 T of : a condition of focus
enhances the processes of personal transformation in each
particspant and in relation to the herg-and-now.




2.11 Energy containment and release : a tocussed configuration
s able to contain and anchor the synergy normally dissipated
dunng a meetina (possibly as a temporary state of enthu-
siasm or euphoria)

2,12 Emergence of simplitying perspectives : a condition of focus
enables simpler descriptions of complex condltions to
emerge, possibly as appropriate metaphors.

2.13 Empowerment : a condition of focus empowers the meeting
to act at a new level of significance in the light of emergent
values

2.14 Risk: a condition of focus, because of the radical nature of
the transformations which are then feasible. is also a condi-
tion of high risk. Such nsk is a necessary « investment » (in
the sepse of « nothing venture; nothing gain »).

LOSING FOCUS

1. The nature of focus may be partially understood from the various
ways 1n which it may be lost during a meeting. These are the pro-
cesses which may be guarded against although they are not ne-
cessanly independent.

2. Loss of immediacy : Participants may lose any sense of imme-
diacy and allow discussion to focus on questions which erode thejr
sense of urgency and responsibility. The assumption that neces-
sary action can be taken on some other occasion, possibly by
others, gradually holds sway.

3. Attention absorplion : Topics become a focus for attention for
different participants to the exclusion of any understanding of the
context from which they emerge and by which they are linked.

4. Attention span : The complexity of the topic is such that parti-
cipants do not have the patience to attend to any discussion of its
intricacies and thus fail to comprehend it. This situation may be ag-
gravated by poor verbal presentation. particularly when an audio-
wvisual presentation woulg be clearer and quicker.

5. Topic change too rapid: When the meeting is switching be-
tween supposedly related topics, this may be done too rapidiy for
the participants to retain any permanent understanding of their
connection.

6 Topic change too slow : Time spent by participants in treating
one topic may be too great to retain adequate understanding of the
previous topic. [n this way they lose sight of the whole and may in
{act become bored with excessive detail if they are not unneces-
sarily fascinated by 1t

7. Loss of connectedness : Participants, for any of the above rea-
sons, may lose understanding of the web of relevance interlinking
the different topics under discussion. Conceptual fragmentation
holds sway and most topics appear irrelevant to the participants
major interest.

8 « Topic twigging » : Topics may be explored with such enthu-
siasm, that issues are broken up into sub-issues, sub-sub-issues,
etc without any contro) over how to mantain the connection be-
tween such « twigs » or branches and the trunk of the « tree » from
which they spring.

9. Games and traps : Discussion of topics may become enmeshed
n various games and traps from which participants find it impos-
sible to extract themselves. Such « sub-routines » may divert all
energy from the fundamental or underlying issues.

10. Superficiality : The tocus of the meeting may be trivialized by
unnecessary enthusiastic interventions which do not take partici-
pants torward.

11 Disruption: The ~ noise-level » of the meeting may be such
that no focus may be shared amongst participants.

12. Polarization : Discussion of the focus may provoke some par-
licipants to advocate a counter-tocus, thus dividing the meeting.

13. Energy drain : The structure and processes of the meeling may
be such as to drain participant energy rather than enhancing it.
This weakens any focus which is still possible.

FOCUS SUBTLETIES | (public relations)

1. Althrough strong criticism can be made of the conventional use
of «public rejations ~ techniques in maatings, especially when
c(uuely done for simplistic purposes, skilled practitioners are sen-
sitive to dimensions otherwise ignored. 1t 13 this sensitivity which
can contribute considerably to the « magic » of whatever occurs in
a condition of focus.

2. The major problem of public relations as applied in meetings 15
thatitis conceved in terms of the priorities of the meeting sponsor
©Or organizer. A major concern then Is 10 stress at all cost the qu-
alities and significance : of those responsible for the event, of the
event itself, of the participants, and of whatever 1s achieved. The
techniques are necessarily so pervasive n ther application that
they cloak every facet of the event in a concealing garb of seeming
glamour and significance This of course serves to « paper over any
cracks » in the arrangement, effectively turning each moment of
the meeting into a piece of theatre, however flimsy the sets. Par-
ticipant awareness of the reality, as it contrasts with the image.
generates cynicism and is counter-productive.

3. One feature of this problem is the tendency to reinforce the sta-
tus quo and to conceal weaknesses and conficts which can pro-
voke and Justity healthy change. (Existing categories are effective-
ly treated like icons requiring appropriate praise and decoration).

4. Another feature of this problem s dependence upon the « show-
manship » strengths of PR techniques 1o provide « attention grab-
bers » to absorb the time of participants. These may extend from
glossy audia-visuals through sumptuous feasts o tourist attrac-
tions. This ieads to a simplistic conception of meetings, and a total
disrespect for participants and the issues on which they suppo-
sedly hope to act. Sad to say, many meeting sponsors are evalu-
ated by their peers in terms of ~ how good a show they put on » and
the meeting market is such that it is unlikely that they would fail by
underestimating the level of sophistication of participants.

5. Another feature of this problem is the stress on the impact on
participants of « messages ~ fired atthem as ~ targets » n the mar-
keting « communications » approach which has given birth to most
public relations techniques.

6. Despite these present defects, the practitioners are neverthe-
less especially sensitive to configuration, place, timing, non-ver-
bal stimuli and their effect on image. The question is whether
these skills can be employed In the interests of participants and
their concerns, rather than as a manipulation of them.

7 The question is how can parti en-
gender collective ivity to these correcting con-
tinuaily for any excesses. The process of building up and focusing
significance collectively 1s one known through the rituals of less ar-
uhcial cultures with a more organic response t¢ a happening. It
would appeay that the « civilized » conscious emphasis on rational
discourse In meetings has left them exposed to manipulation of
any unconscious emotional needs which would otherwise provide
a healthy equilibrium. How can the power of any such emotional
arousal of the imagination be consciously evoked by participants
to meld their perspectives together more effectivly - to « get their
act together » and get the meeting inte focus ? The - pnmitive »
approach, the « PR communicator » approach, and the « small
group process » approach are extremes, each with important clues
and dangerous traps.

8 The clues suggest the importance of articulating, - feeding » and
reinforcing images (which well up and breed within the meeting)_by
an almost rhythmic alternation between different information
modes, sensed 10 be in some comprehensible configuration. i
harmoniously balanced through a timed progression of intensity,
the meeting will then «take oft ». If not, the significance leaks
away. leaving an empty, brittle shell of programme elements.

FOCUS SUBTLETIES Il (meeting magic)

1. Occasionaliy, perhaps under special circumstances, meeatings
« come together » and « take off » as if by magic. [t might be cailed
serendipity. There 1s very little indication of why this comes about
of how it 15 1o be described objectively It can happen when every
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care has been put into arranging the meeting and selecting the
participants, or it can happen under extremely non-ideal circum-
stances. The lollowing notes indicate some possible directions tor
turther reflection on the question.

2. indirection : In such a case then seems to be a strength 10 de-
fining the central point of focus by discussions which use it as an
unspoken reference point The totality of tangential dialogues is
then facilitated by this approach, whereas « going to the heart of
the matter ~, and efforts to render 1t exglicit, effectively only intro-
duce perturbation and fragmentation. (Note that non-directive-
ness. being the non-imposition of a line of discussion, is only
loosely related to indirection in this sense).

3. Paradox : There usually seems to be a strong element of para-
dox in such cases. or at least a tolerance of it and a suspension of
judgement. (The meeting could ajmost be considered a collective
reflection on a Zen koan).

4 Incompatiblility : Associated with paradox is a context which
permits Incompatible perspectives to be « bracketed » and held in
complementary juxtaposition. It is the shared attitude underlymg
this contextual awareness which provides a subtle nterface be-
tween the perspectives.

5. Attunement : The magic tends 1o occur when participants are at-
tuned to each other or empathijze with each other, possibly stimu-
lated by a quota of antipathy which provokes a search for a more
fundamental ievel of harmony (cf. the use ot this concept in certain
group meditation technigues).

6. « Chemistry »: As in the previous point, when the right mix of
participants is present, they react in unpredictable ways to pro-
duce interesting transtormation for all concerned. (The « recipe »
analogy may also be used).

7. Aesthetic elegance : There seems to be a special economy and
proportion of structure and process which can only be described in
aesthetic terms

8. Drama : Relating to the prevjous point, there is often a sense of
evolving and mounting drama, engendering appropriate events at
each stage. There is a collectjve awareness of how each event is
charged with significance.

9. « Invisible hand » : Relating to the previous point, at certain mo-
ments events seem to be guided by an unseen hand, so well do
they emerge spontaneously and fall into place unplanned. There js
a strange « rightness » to the flow of events.

10. Non-action : Dunng the course of such meetings, deliberate
actions usually tend to be of less significance or else their signi-
ficance emerges totally transtormed in relation o the original in-
tent. The more participants can approximate to the Taoist attitude
of non-action, the better the event for all concerned (cf the adage .
« Don’t push the river. Guide the canoe »).

11. Non-conscious : Relating to the previous point. participant ap-
preciation of the event depends on ability to « let go » and « flow
with the stream of things ». This seems to call upon instinctual and
intuitive aspects of personality, appropnately blended by the par-
ticipant (cf. the Japanese concept of hara). It should perhaps be
contrasted with unconsciousness ang - stream of conscious-
ness » monoiogue.

12. Humorously quixotic : In contrast to the heavy quality of con-
ventional meetings, such events have an underlying thread of hu-
mour strangely blended with wisdom (cf. the Sufi tales of Nasrug-
din) This also serves as a very powertul and rapid means of con-
veying an explanation.

13. Innocence : The tlow of such events tends to evoke a childlike
mnnocence angd sense of wonder in participants, which is to be con-
trasted in conventional meetings with the defensive attitude tow-
ards ignorance, a pervasive cynicism, and childishness under cer-
tain circumstances.
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14, Magical shifts of perspactive : Characteristically in such meet-
ings, apparently nsignificant events brought about in an unfore-
seen manner can trigger major shifts of perspective (¢t the Zan
tales concerning achievement of sator),

CONFIGURATIVE MODELS I (socio-structural)

1. Focus emerges as a consequence of an appropriate configura-
tion of perspectives, people or groups within a meeting. To assist
the exploratjon of the possibilities associated with contiguration, it
1s appropriate to note different kinds of configuration in use in other
domains mn the hope that they may offer clues to its significance in
meetings.

2. Socio-structural configurations :

2.1 Orchestra, with stationary groups of musicians/instruments,
usually forming an incomplete circle around the conductor.

2 2 Auditonum. with seats ordered by row, aisle and tier, usuaily in
a semi-circle facing a stage area, but occasionally surround-
ing the stage {(e.g. colosseum. sports arena, circus) or inter-
penetrating the stage (e.g. some avant-garde theatres).

2 3 Parliament, with seats arranged and allocated in terms of the
parties and a perception of their relationship to each other
(e.g. facing each other) and to the government (e.g. facing the
podium).

2.4 Temple or cathedral, with participants arranged n relation to
a symbolic focal pont betore which one or more intermediaries
may officiate; minor chapels may be located within the temple
or disposed around it in an appropriate configuration. Special
significance may be attached to location and orientation.

2.5 Fortress or castle, with elements appropriately arranged to en-
sure successive lines of defence in order to maximize the pro-
tection of what is most valued. Importance 1s attached to the
strategic Jocation and the relationship to the surrounding ter-
rajn.

2.6 City, when planned as a whole from the start may be specially
divided into zones appropriately (often symmetricaily) ar-
ranged in relatjon to each other according to their function and
the lines of communication required. Usually Jocated in rela-
tion to natural resources or a transport nexus.

2.7 Battle plan. whereby opposing generals locate the different
functional units of their respective forces both in retation to
one another and 10 the opposing force, in order to favour re-
spective strategies. Special attention is given to terrain, logrs-
tics and the training and morale of participants.

2.8 Table design and seating, whereby an attempt is made to ref-
iect the status of the participating parties (e.g. in negotiations
or mediation) or at functions requiring careful attention to pro-
tocol.

2.9 Ritual, dramatic or dance movements, in which participants
continually. modity their relationship to each other, possibly to
bring about a sequence of changes in the overall pattern they
constitue. Some forms are completely pre-determined, others
are partjally or completely improvised. In some forms all par-
ticipate all the time, in others they may be absent for the part
of the sequence n which their role is most stressed, or when
it is stressed by their absence.

CONFIGURATIVE MODELS II (energy processing)

1. Focus emerges as a consequence of an appropriate configura-

tion of perspectives, people or groups within a meeting. To assist

the exploration of the possibilities associated with configuration, it

1s appropriate 1o note different kinds ot configuration in use in other

domains in the hope that they may offer clues to its significance in

meetings.

2. Energy

2.1 Antenna, tor which the constituent elements are precisely lo-
cated in relation to one another to constitute a configuration




(often parabohc) to tocus incoming electromagnetic radiation
tor subsequent processing. The orientaton of the configura-
tion as a whole 1s vital to its operation, as in the case of the
microwave recewer or the radio-telescope.

2.2 Magnetic « bottle », wheraby a conhguration of precisely lo-
cated magnets is used to contain plasma in such a way that
its tamperature may be maintained at over one million degrees
for a period of seconds in order that fusion can take place (as
an alternative source of energy to nuclear hission). It is only
through the use of magnetic forces that the plasma may be
kept from destroying any material container.

2.3 Reactor. 1 which particular attention is given to the configu-
ration of heating, cooling, agitating, input and output elements.
in order that an optimum transformation of materials should
take place This applies as much to the simple crucible, al-
though the precision and symmetry of the configuration is
most evident in nuclear reactor design.

2.4 Mirror configurations, as used for tocussing sunlight in certain
solar power furnances, or alternatively for directing light as in
search-lights and lighthouses.

25 Optical systems of lenses, as used in telescopes and micro-
scopes.

2.6 Acoustical configurations of walls and baffles. as used in an
auditorium, required to ensure the balanced distribution of
sound and the elimination of unwanted echos.

2.7 Electric motor or generator, In which electneity is used or
generated by the controlled movement of one configuration of
elements in relation to another due to the ettects of polasized
forces operating in phase

2.8 Factory complex, usually designed with specia) attention to
the transfer of energy and materials to processing locations
which are theretore appropnately arranged in relation to each
other. Usually located in relation to natural resources, a trans-
post nexus or associated factories

CONFIGURATIVE MODELS IlI (symbolic)

1. Focus emerges as a consequence of an appropriate configura-
tion of perspectives, people or groups within a meeting. To assist
the exptoration of the possibilities associated with configuration, it
is appropriate to note different kinds of configuration in use In other
domains in the hope that they may offer clues to its significance in
meetings.

2. Symbolic configurations :

2.1 Monument or memonal, whereby architectural or decoratve
elements are disposed in refation to some central focal point.
Such elements often reflect aspects ot the central theme otthe
monument. In the larger memorials a considerable degree of
symmetry is usually to be found.

2.2 Memory devices, whereby items to be remembered aré asso-
ciated with or « impressed upon » some easily remembered
configuration such as the elements of a memorial. the features
of an ornamental garden, a suitable pantheon. etc. The items
may then be « recovered - by progressing through the confi-
guration n whatever order is appropriate.

2.3 Mandalas, whereby a complete set of complementary figures.
are disposed symmetrically in relation to one another around
a central focal pont in order to indicate both a succession of
possible experiences and a progression to more or less fund-
amentat Jevels of experience. Each such experence 1S under-
3tood a3 essential to the harmony and evolution of the whole.
Mandalas, or therr equivalents, are used as attention focuss-
ng devices in different cultures.

24 S}'"'bols, such as a crown, a chalice or a stupa, which may be
viewed as a configuration of elements constituting a ~ recept-
acle ~ for energies, qualities or attributes thus held in balance.

SELF-CONSTRAINING CONFIGURATIONS
(energy disspation)

1 [n organizing a meeting there is concern that it should be suth-
ciently - stimulating ~ to atiract and maintain the interest of parti-
cipants, There is howaver also a concern thal any « controversy ~
should not exceed what can be contained by tha meeting structure
and processes. A Jow risk meeting therefore runs the nisk of being
boring and without significance. The question is whether this di-
Iemma can be understood in a new light in order to be able 1o ar-
ganize interesting and significant meetings, whilst minimizing risk
of their being torn apart.

2. Consider, as one extreme case. what needs to be done to avoid
all controversy. The relationships between the participants, the
topics or the meeting sessions need to be such that only suppor-
tive, reinforcing intormation is exchanged between them but none
which challenges, denies, accuses, hmits or guestions assump-
tions. If any such challenges are effectively transferred to the re-
lationship between the meeting and the extemal world, the meet-
ing can maintain its positive harmonious nature. This could be
called exporting or projecting problems, inconsistencies or con-
tradictions.

3. For this to be possible however, no etfective link should be est-
ablished between those participants, topics or meeting sessions
which would draw attention to such contradictions by the nature of
their interaction. This can best be illustrated by a grid, reflecting
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(according to its size) the varety of participants, topics o meeting
sessions. In it supportive information of one kind is transferred, for
example, towards the meeting boundary at B whilst another kind
is transfered towards F. Only by contronting B and F (or Q and V1
which 1s avorded in the meeting, would the challenge they consti-
tute be evident. In the meeting the challenge between them (at any
particutar grid location) 1s minimized. Expressed differently, every
effort 1s made to ensure that feed back loops are not completed.
(Or alternatively, the meeting is perceived as a gnd on an intinite
plane).

4. This approach ensures that energy is efactively drained into or
absorbed by the meeting environment. There it merely goes to rein-
force any positive or negative images of external problems or or-
ganizations. It does not enhance the ability of the meeting to get
to grips with such problems or its own. The meeting 1s essentially
escapist, dumping its own problems on the environment. A grid
configuration is a de-motivating, energy-dissipating pattern, notan
energy conserving pattern. For this reason care should be takgn
when basing meetings on linear agendas. coding or classification
schemes.

5. Consider now the opposite extreme n which conflict is intermal-
ized and challenge is accepted as an integrael feature of the meet-
ing. If the meeting is not to be torn apart the opposing participants.
viewpoints or meeting sessions need to be held in relation to one
other by a configuration which distnbutes the stress everjly
throughout it. This calls for the completion of all feedbagk qrculls
and the juxtaposition of Integrative (harmonizing} and dissipative
{challenging) torces at every pomt throughout the configuration.

TRANSNATIONAL ASSOCIATIONS. 4/1982 269



Such conhigurations are not constrained by the environmaent, as in
the previous case. They are self-constraining. Energy is not dissi-
pated: it is conserved as synergy.

6. It 1s such selt-constraining patterns of curvature which provide
the tocus which s absent in a ~ planar » meeting. The question is
how to « toldup « a grid into an appropriate configuration. (This is
discussed elsewhere in relation to non-lingar agendas).

SELF-CONSTRAINING CONFIGURATIONS II
{communication patterns)

1 To understand how different configurations may emerge, it 1s
usetul to look at the variety of communication patterns which may
be characteristic of a meeting. At one extreme, for example, par-
ticipants. viewpoints or conditions interact more or less randomly
with no detectabie pattern or order. This s characteristic ot « idea
tairs ».

2. One approach to the possible patterns in a large group Is to re-
view the well-studied communicaton patterns in small groups of 3-
6 participants. These are described as the circle, the star, the Y,
the line, and the starred circle :

OX Y —

Although these patterns have been examined in groups of partici-
pants, they may also be characteristic of groups of groups, or
groups of themes, or the relationship between meeting sessions.
For example, the star patiern emerges when all participant groups
{or themes}, except one, are related to that one but not to each
other. Each pattern has well-recognized advantages under centain
conditions.

3. Another approach is 1o see the large group as a complex, but
reasonably stable, network of refationships between participants,
themes or meeting sessions. Social networks are studied by the
discipline of social network analyss.

4. Another approach js to imagine all participants, viewpoints or
meeting sessions as being represented as points on the surface of
a simple stretched rubber sheet. If they are located, such that lines
of communication drawn between them cross to a minimal extent,
then the meeting pattern as a whote may be viewed as a particular
deformation of a reguiar grid. For example, If stretched in ope way,
many of the lines of communication might converge on one point
as in the star pattern (above). Or several such points of relative
convergence might emerge. Alternatively, by stretching the sheet
so that a single space emerged in the centre. all the communica-
tion ines between points would be pushed into an approximate cir-
cle around it, creating the cucle pattern {above)

5. The grid deformation approach which has been briefly outlined
above may also be associated with a possible application of catas-
trophe theory to an analysis of meeting events, structural stability
and morphogenesis (see elsewhere).

6. But even (f a highly ordered communication pattern is achieved.,
such as:

” <
Frem7al”™ viend
this does not necessarly mean that it can focus usefully in terms

of any objectives. it may simply be an efficient way of dissipating
energy generatod at the central pont (See elsewhere)

270 ASSOCIATIONS TRANSNATIONALES, 4/1982

7 Supposing however that, in this case. a ~counter-grid ~ or
« counter-patlern - s delineated in the same way for Iha problems
with which the elements of the communication patfern are con-
tronted. This problem pattern could simply be the reflection of the
other (eftectively generated by = reflection » within it on the pers-
cevied probiems and how they are linked). But »f the one pattern
« comes to grps » with the other and is « constrained ~ by i, a ba-
tanced configuration could emerge in one of two forms (A or 8),

A "Sipk Viiws

8. These forms clearly link with the optical analogy (discussed
elsewhere) being of the form of convex (A) or concave (B) lenses.
This analogy draws attention to the significance of the fact that,
constrained into curvature in this way, the focal point, previously
« at infinity », is brought closer 1o the lens according to the degree
to which the contiguration is constrained into curvature (being at
the centre of a spherical configuration, as the limiting case).

MEETINGS AS MODELS : description

1.t is normally assumed that meetings are either concerned with
1ssues In wider society (the external world) or constitute an envir-
onment or vehicle for interaction between persons or viewpoints
{or possibly a mixture of both). Both perspectives tail, in an import-
ant respect, to focus on the meeting itself. They treat the meeting
as a vehicie or device but fail to consider the signiticance of the
structures and processes constituting the vehicle. whether asare-
sult of forces emerging within the meeting or during its planning
stages,

2. Meetings may usefully be viewed as models of the reality of the
forces and perspectives in the wider external society as compre-
hended within the meeting. This is only panly acknowledged n
concern for the representivity of the meeting. This concern anly ref-
lects an awareness, from a particular perspective, of who or what
should be represented at the meeting. The meeting structures and
processes reflect more than the simple list of participants or
themes, they refiect their possible reiationship in the light of the
constraints imposed on the meeting. As such they constitute a map
of the external reality, significant in its own nght and especially be-
cause of any detectable limitations.

3. In a different sense a meeting also provides a convenient « sur-
face » onto which concems may be projected. As such, some
meetings may be treated as new opportumties to redefine and
concretize « the good, the true, and the beautiful », following the
failures of previous attempts. (The series ot U.N. substantive con-
ferences may be usefully examined in ttus light).

4. The probtems of the external world are also reflected in the de-
cisions and compromises required to organize the meeting. Ctear
examples arise from policies {or their absence) on : handicapped
participants, interpretation budgets. travel budgets, privileges.
space and time constraints. use of recycled paper, etc

5. Aside from such technical problems, the more fundamentat so-
cletal problems can also emerge to scme degree i embryonic
torm 1n the meeting environment, if only as analogues. Examples
are : limtations on the human rights of participants: alienatior_\.
structural violence, problems arising from the muittude of partici-
pants each concerned to populate society with their particular per-
spectives; intellectual or emotonal undernourishment of partici-



pants in the meeting process: problems associated with the differ-
ent levels ot education/experience of participants, and the con-
straints imposed by evaerpresent ignorance; overconsumption and
privileged use of resources. In @ach case tha torces contributing to
the problem may be observed.

6. Given the central role of meetings in society, they may also be

ty. precipitation (rain, snow). clouds. warm/cotd fronts, wind patt-
arns, elc.

34G t : Pari

. : H i and their may be
viewed as geographical features {continents, islands, mountaing)
1solated or linked by seas, rivers, ritts, atc.

4. Biol and . A

seen as the focal point from which arise programmes,
tions, information systems uncluding periodicals., bibliographies,
etc.). and recognized problems. Such societal artefacts emerge,
« peel oft + and acquire separate identity partly because of insen-
sitivity to the significance of the meeting and avoidance of the is-
sues it rasses. In this sense such artefacts are an escape from the
immediacy of the 1ssues raised by the meeting and a delegation of
action 1o others beyond the here-and-now. A Joss of witality and in-
formation content goes with this loss of immediacy

7. Meetings also usefully model the capacity of those assembled
to interweave their perspectives and skilis within a viable whole
- a whole capable of encompassing creatively the problems to
which those same perspectives give rise, In this sense failure to
bring about a new level of significarice within the meeting is a
strong indication of the imited relevance of the assembty to wider
society.

8. Following from the previous point. meetings can be used by par-
ticipants as a social micrococosm within which the significance ot
emergent Insights can be tested. As such they are extremely val-
uable laboratories which have the immense advantage of being
i diatel! ible to those participatii

MODELLING MEETINGS : analogies and metaphors

1. It 1s easy to get locked into a conventional pattern of reflection
about meetings. This blocks the opportunity offered by many anal-
ogies to highlight alternative or complementary perspectives.
These can be useful In suggesting more fruitful approaches, if only
under special circumstances.

2. Games and contest :

2.1 Medieva!l toumament : Participants may be viewed as knights
gathered for a tournament. Each bearing a heraldic coat of arms re-
presenting his qualities and territorial origins - to be defended at
all costs. Contests are rituajized under an elaborate code of ho-
nour.

2.2 Miss Universe contest : Issues are paraded before eminent pa-
nelists who discuss their qualities before ranking them ang select-
Ing the « 1ssue of the year ». The whole process being immersed in
a sea of public relations and other interests.

2.3 Martial art : The struggle between 1ssues or their representa-
tives may be viewed in the light of the « holds » and « throws » of
Eastern martial arts (aikido, judo, etc.). In these the supreme
achievement is to use the enemy's energy to defeat him, and ulti-
mately to see the enemy as but a reflection of onesef.

2.4 Market-place : The production, exchange and consumption of
perspectives may be seen in terms of the dynamics of the market
and the economic laws governing supply, demand and marketing
congiderations

3. Physical processes :

3.t Thermodynamics : The social processes in the meeting may be
vewed in terms of the relationships between « pressure », « vo-
lume », - temperature » and various measures of energy stored
and released

3.2m ics : The challenge of assembling
the different participant orientations into a coherent configuration,
9enerating and focussing the associated energies, and reaching a
new leve! of signdicance, may be seem in the light of a fusion ap-
proach 1o plasma in a magnetic bottle.

33, Mot gy : The ¢ i ofa may be viewed 1n
terms of meteorological phenomena : wind, fog. heat, cold. visibil-

4.7 Chemistry : The « chemystry » of a meeting may be explared as
the sequence or pattern of reactions taking place at a certain rate,
possibly in the presence of catalysts. A meeting may also be seem
as a « chemical soup » within which new varieties of complex mole-
cules may emerge under certain conditions.

4.2 “_’ ical and t. : The range of possible
meeting processes may be seem as constituting a map of path-
ways whereby various Kinds of essential ransformation take place
with the assistance of specific enzymes.

4.3 Environmental genetics: The viewpoinis represented and
emerging at a meeting may be seem in terms of species and gene
pools linked and 1solated by food webs and ecological niches, but
subject to genetic dnft and mutation Such environments may be
poor. vulnerable, or n process of ennchment. Meetings may be
seems as ruled by the « law of the jungle »

5. Agriculture and food processing :

5.1 Horticulture and gardening: A meeting may be seem as a
garden of flowers, vegetables and other speties (with « a hundred
flowers blooming »). The challenge 1s to care appropnately for
these species : to water, to cover, to prune. to weed. to encourage
or reduce certain insects, etc.

5.2 Cooking : A meeting may be viewed as a menu of dishes
amongsi which participants select. Balance 1s important both in
selecting the dishes an individual consumes (the art of the gour-
met) and yn combining the ingredients whereby a dish is prepared
(the culinary art).

5.3 Diet : A meeting may be viewed in terms of the dietary regime
appropriate to participant nourishment, namely the quantity of
carbohydrates, protein, and vitamines, interpreted as various kinds
of information. The question of ~ calories », < exercise » and « ob-
esity » may also be raised.

6. Physical constructs :

6.1 Architecture : The structural and functional dvisions of a meet-
ing may be viewed n terms of architecturai analogues, from the
simple one-room hut to the complex cathedral, fortress or palace.
This raises guestions of design and practicality of fayout.

6.2 Tensegrity : This recent advance in architectural possibilities
(and the basis of the geodesic dome) suggests new ways of bal-
ancing configurations of opposing forces in a meeting.

6.3 Circuits : The variety of components in electric, electronic and
fluidic circuits suggest ways of combining well differentiated
modes of participant information processing.

7. Social acti
7.1 Orchestra: The challenge of interrelating participant view
points to produce a new balance between harmony and disson-
ance may be seem n terms of an orchestra.

es:

7.2 Theatre : The possibitities ot drama, dramatic tension. the roles
of actors, and the audience refationship have cften been used to
describe meetings.

7.3 Dance : The rhythmic interweaving of dancers may also be
used to describe the rhythm of meeting processes and participant
nteraction.

7.4 Temple ritual : The meeting as a ceremony of celebration of the
values to which the participants subscribe may be seem in terms
of temple processes with extremes of sacnfice and communion ac-
companied by ritual chants.

8. Psycho-physical processes :

8.1, Respiration : The mesgting may be viewed as composed»of cy-
cles of in-breathing and out-breathing of information in the light of
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yoga aftitudes towards the ulhmate signiticance of such pro-
cesses.

8.2 Meditation : The maeting may be viewed as an exercise in col-
lective meditation and group consciousness, with all the conse-
quent problems of physical, emotional ang mental alignment.

8.3 Aichemy : The various aichemicat processes explored by psy-
choanalysts may be used to model the progressive transmutation
of the crude (material) perspectives initially present in the meeting.

MEETING SELF-IMAGE, SELF-REFERENCE
AND SELF-REFLEXIVENESS

1. it seems obvious that the participants at a meeting should be
coltectively aware of the meeting as a whole and be capable of col-
lective consideration concerning its significance. (This is even built
into resolutions of the torm « The cenference, recognizing... »). But
frequently such acknowledgement 1s purely tormal and disgulses
the lack of any coherent collective self-image.

2 This point may seem subtle, tnvial or irrelevant but its import-
ance has been very effectively demonstrated in the case of the in-
dwidual. Whilst an individual may appear to be well-defined, if only
physically. the sense of self-identity 1s acquired only through a long
process of maturation. And during that process the indwvidual con-
stantly claims a sense of identity whose relative superficiality 1s
only comprehended in later years.

3.1In the absence of mature sense of self-identity, itis to be expect-
ed that the collective actions of the participants will tend to be un-
balanced, overreactive, unnecessarily defensive and generally im-
mature. In extreme cases this may conceal a deep sense of collec-
tive insecurity, however it 1s disguised. The depths of this may be
illustrated by the following classic description tor the case of anin-
dividual :

« Even when one felt that what was being said was an expression of
someone, the fragment of a self benind the words or actions was not
Julie. There might be someone addressing us, bul i1 listening to @ schi-
zophrenic, 1t is very dihcult to know « who - is talking, and it is just as
difficuit to know « whom ~ one is addressing... One may begin to recog-
nize patches of speech, or fragments of behaviour cropping up at dif-
ferent times, which seem to belong together by reason of similarities
of the intonation, the vocabulary, syntax, the preoccupations 1 the ut-
terance or to cohere as behaviour by reason of certain sterotyped ges-
tures or mannensms 1t seemed therefore that one was in the presence
of varnous fr: or i of different « personal-
ities » in operation at the one tme...

With Julie 1t was not difficult to carry on a verbal exchange of a kind,
but without her seeming to have any overall umity but rather a constel-
lation of quast-autonomous partial systems, it was difficult to speak t0
« her ». However... even this state of near chaotic nonentity was by no
means irreversible and fixed in its disintegration. She would some-
times marveliously come together again and display a most pathetic
realization of her phght. But she was terrified of these moments of in-
tegration. for various reasons. Among others, because she had to sus-
tan in them intense anxiety; and because the process of disintegration
appeared 1o be remembered and dreaded as an experience so awful
that there was refuge for her in her unintegration, unrealness, and
deadness. Julie’s being as a chronic schizophremic was thus charac-
terized by lack of unity and by division into what might variously be
called partial « assemblies ~, complexes, partial systems, or ~ internal
objects ~. Each of these partial systems had recognizable features and
distinctive ways of its own. By following through these postulates,
many features of her behaviour become explicable

The fact that her self-being was not assembled in an aliover manner,
but was spht into various partial assemblies or systems, allows us to
understand that various fi ions which pr the

of personal unity or al least a high degree of personal unity could not
be present in hes, as ;noeed they were not,

Personal unity 1s a prerequisite of refiective awareness, that s, the abil-
ity to be aware of one's self acting relatively unself-consciously, or with
& simple primary non-reflective awareness. In Julie, each partial Sys-
1em could be aware of the processes going on in another system which
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was split off from it. For example, if 1 1alking to ms, one systom was
« speaking », there seemed 1o bo no overall unity within her whereby
« she » as a unijfied person could be aware of what ths system was say-
ing or doing.

in sofar as reflective awareness was absent, « memory ». for which ref-

lective awareness would seem 0 be prerequisite, was very patchy...

The absence of a total experience of her baing as a whole meant that

she lackaed the unified experience on which to base a clear 1dea of the

« boundary » of her being. Such an overall « boundary » was not, how-

ever, entirely lacking... Rather, each system seemed to have a boun-

dary of its own. That s to say. t0 the awareness that characterized one
system, another system was liable to appear outside itself... It was only
« from the outside » that one could see that different confiicting sys-
tems of her being were active at the same time. Each parlial system
seemed 10 have within it its own focus or centre of awareness : it had
its own very limited memory schemata and limited ways of structuring
percepts; 1ts own q i drives or ¢C drives; its
own tendency to preserve jts autonomy, and special dangers which
threatened its autonomy. She would refer to these diverse aspects as
« he » or ~ She », or address them as « you ». That s, instead of having
a reflective awareness of those aspects of herself, « she » would per-
cive the operation of a partial system as though it was not ~ her », but
bejonged outside. She would be hallucinated ».

(R.D. Laing. The Divided Self; a study of sanity and madness. Lon-
don, Tavistock, 1960. p. 214-7).

4. A widely evident charactenstic of lack of collective self-aware-
ness in meetings 1s the tendency to separate totally the substan-
tive 1ssues which are the concern of the meeting from the admin-
istrative and procedural issues which determine the meetings
ability 1o focus on them. In the case of meetings concerned with so-
cial systems, this amounts to a form of schizophrenia in which the
participants collectjvely perceive themselves as divorced from the
social system on which they comment. This attitude may also be
reflected in any associated bodies or programmes which are or-
ganized such that the need or possibility of their own transforma-
tion does not emerge from the substantive investigations with
which they are concerned, except possibly as an administrative
postscript m the light of administrative criteria. This situation can
be caricatured by the example of a meeting, in a smoke-filled room
with unopend windows, on the subiect of « environmental air pol-
lution », during which participants tail to reflect on therr own con-
dition, their unwillingness to act (to open the windows), and the
significance of this attitude for their substantive concerns.

5. A number of factors contribute 0 a sense of collective identity :

5.1 A collective awareness of the range of processes to which the
meeting is subject. namely the types of interaction which occur and
the conditions or states into which the meeting may be drawn,
whether usefully or uselessly.

5.2 A collective awareness of the context of the meeting, the
uniqueness of the meeting in relation to that context, and the con-
tribution to change within the contextual environment.

5.3 A collective sense of the Jimjtations of the meeting as a whole
and in terms of the abilites of its component groups, and the illu-
sions to which they tend to be subject This includes an accept-
ance of its finite nature and its necessary termination.

5.4 A collective recognitior: of the developmental potential of the
meeting, namely the ways in which the meeting processes can be-
come more mature and the possibilities that will thus be opened up
for action more appropriate to circumstances.

6. There is much to be said for the Delphic « Know thyself » and the
Biblical « Physician, heal thyself - as applied to a meeting. From
this collective awareness of the meeting as a whole emerges a new
ability to respond to social conditions.

« A man may have a sense of his presence mn the world as a real, live,
whole, and in a temporal sense, continous person. As such, he can live
out into the world and meet others : a world and others experienced 8s
equally real, alive, whole and continuous...

The individual, then, may expenence his own being... as diffentated
from the rast of the world in ordinary crcumstances so clearly that s
identity and autonomy are pever in question... as having an mner con-



« stance, substantiality, genwineness, and worth; as spatially coaxten-
sve with the body...

Such a basically ontologically secure person will encounter alf the ha-

2505 of lite, s0Cial, ethical, spiritual, biological, trom a central firm

sense of his own and other people’s reality and identity. It 1s often dil-

ficult for a person with such a sense of his integral selthood and per-

sonal idently, of the permanency of things, of the rehability of natural
f

o of the ity of others, to 0 himself into the

world of an individual whose expeniences may be utterly lacking in any

a conable self. 9 inties... (such as) an over-tiding
of pe ; i or copn »

(R.D. Lang. The Divided Self. p, 40-3).

CONSCIOUS GROUPS :
a stage beyond group consciousness ?

1. It 1s useful to distinguish between (a) the awareness an individ-
vai may have of the group of other individuals with whom he or she
interacts, namely « group consciousness », and (b) an awareness
by a group as a whole of itself and its activities, namely a « con-
scious group ». The first is necessary to enable individuals to re-
spond appropriately to each other within a group. In a group this
awareness may only be significantly developed in a small minority
of individuals. The second arises when the individuals are collec-
tively ang simultaneously aware of the pattern of those interac-
tions between the group members. In this case the majority of in-
dividuals have a group conscious awareness, and it is the syner-
getic effects of their interaction which introduce the new level of
significance.

2. Little is known about conscious groups and what they could
achieve. There are clues in the statements of members of a football
or a commando team who are instinctively aware of one another's
movements. The same may be said of an integrated dance troupe.
But such examples are purely physical. How would it be 1o parti-
cipate 1n a group which was physically, emoticnally and mentally
attuned ? Statements from members of some intentional commu-
nity groups suggest that they are moving in that direction. Perhaps
traditional religious communities (e.g. monasteries) could report
occasional achievements in this respect.

3. When learning to ride a bicycle. we have to deliberately correct
excessive responses Jn order to maintain balance — untii such cor-
rectional moves are made instinctively. In a conscious group, ex-
cessive responses resulting in energy disequilibrium are also
smoothly corrected by an integrated response within the group -
whereas this would pormally only be achieved through a series of
uncoordinated procedures, characterized by a heated mix of ra-
tional and irrational argument and expression, leading to changes
of an almost spastic quality.

4. Consider the clues implicit in the following descnption of an ex-
penment in avant-garde music :

« Correspondences are based on the principle of mutual psychological
reactions and attempt to « join » the four participants with each other
and to make them ncreasingly dependent on each other. There are
four levels :

(1) The music material 1s entirely fixed, but the choice of nstruments
18 left open.

{2) Each i 0 only fele instructions, in order 1o
be able 10 play, each musician must search for missing malerial in the
performance of the neighbour (pitches from the first, Jength from the
second, ele.) and react (o it in different ways : imitate, adapt himself to
it (1f need be further develop), do the ite, become dis: d
of something else (something - unheard of »).

{3) The composed material 1s completely substituted by the description
of the possibility arising from the reactions of the performers to thewr
neighbours.

(4) On the fast level, 1t 13 left up to the performers whether to cease
Playing or to continue » (Vinko Globokar. Drama and Correspon-
dences. Harmona Mundi 20 21803-A. Comment on recording).

5. A_ sign of the emergence of a conscious group - from the point
of view ol anyone involved - is 1hat each is moved to act in the
« fight » way at the « right » time, although there does not appear
l_o be any central coordinating agent or any explicit design, The ac-
tions of the whole are very much greater than can be compre-
hended from the ndividual actions. How each awareness inter-
penetrates the others is not yet clear. The - eyes ~ do not under-
stand how they are related to the « feet » or the « hands -, and the
nghl_and left - feet » do not understand how their movements har-
monize through their opposition to each other {a yin-yang cycie) to
move the body forward. A similar sifuation arises early in the
growth of a child.

6. The prime characteristic of a conscious group 1s ts awareness
of itselt and its place and rhythm in the scheme of things Within it~
self it mirrors an awareness of how its environment is organized.
Each action on the environment is paralleled by an equivalent dis-
placement of energies within itself. There is a « magical sympa-
thy » between the outer and the inner worlds. It is through this in-
ner/outer attunement that the group s able to increase consider-
ably the amount and range of energies that it can handle and focus
in order to transform itself and its environment as it evalves into a
greater identity,

7. Participation i a conscious conference would be a dramatically
uplifting experience. But how are we to allow our - instruments »
to respond in their respective ways to the « tune » which enfolds
us ? And how would )t be if such a conference was itself made up
ofa number of conscious small groups, each attuned to a particular
aspect of the whale ?

{Extract from a document at a New Age Congress. Florence, 1978)

PROBLEM DISPLACEMENT

1. Frequently a social problem can be eliminated to the satisfaction
of all concerned in a conference on the question, by eliminating the
particular set of symptoms by which it was recognized and which
gave nse to the call for remedial action. Resources will be mar-
shalled to that end and considerable pride taken in whatever is
achieved.

2. Action of this kind often merely ensures that a new set of symp-
toms emerges in some other social domain about which partici-
pants feel no need to express concern. The new set may well be
considered more acceptable, possibly because the symptoms with
which they are unfamiliar do not appear to be so serious as those
to which they are highly sensitive for professional or other reasons.

3. The new symptoms may be less easy to focus on as the basis
for an effective campaign for remedial action. Some time may also
be required before the new set of symptoms can be effectively re-
cognized.

4.}t may In fact be very difficult for an organization to see that its
programmes merely displace a problem into the jurisdiction of
some other body - whose own actions will eventually result in the
problem being displaced back again or into the jurisdiction of a
third body.

5. Institutions may deliberately « move » problems through a ne-
twork of jurisdictions as a way of legitimating their own continued
existence.

6. Such displacement may be difficult to detect because one set of
symptoms may be apparent n legislation {e.g. legal discrimina-
tion), but when eliminated may then take on an economic character
(e.g. economic discnimination). and then a cuiturat character, etc.

7. Such discplacement chains may loop back on themselves and
gevelop side chains which are difficult to detect since each organ-
jzation 1s only sensitive to the problem symptoms inits own doman
and considers symptoms of the same problem in other domains to
be acceptable or of secondary importance.

8. This situation makes it difficult to compare the presence or ab-
sence of problems in different geographical areas because of the
ditferent forms its symptoms take, the acceptability of some forms
in some areas. or the lack of sensitivity to them
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9. The challenge is to find ways of preventing meetings from be-
coming -~ problem transformation/displacement processes »
which effectively « export « the problem to another sactor.

PARTICIPANT PREFERENCES
FOR DISTINCT CHANGE STRATEGIES

1. People tend to move or drift through the sociat system into those
groups and organizations which are engaged in the change pro-
cesses most congenial to them. As individuals develop they may
reach stages when a given change process and its organizational
support seems untruittul or unsuited to their desire for self-expres-
sion. Tne individual needs fresh tields 10 conguer, a new life-style
or a new mode of work. The development of the individual implies
lite-style mobility and organizational and social change. Social
change and development requires development of the individual to
adapt to new chalienges. This is also the case in meetings.

2. The ditficulty is that society currently sanctions movement with-
in organizational and career systems but not between them. The
individual 1s therefore forced nto one particular mode of self-ex-
pression for his whole working life unless he wishes to run the risk
of being labelled a grass-hopper or dilettante, or of being viewed
as an ignorant outsider (a « foreigner ») In the systems into which
he attempts to move. Participants are faced with this difficulty in
conferences which have groups emphasizing distinct modes

3. Within one system an individual can of course develop other
modes of selt-expression but only as secondary modes within the
constant and overriding primary mode (e.g. as an executive in the
business system, an individual can move from a high technology
corporation to a commercial art corporation; the switch from
science to art is contained within the unchanging management
framework).

4. The probtem in conferences is theretore whether it is possible to
provide an organizational setting in which an individual can devel-
op secondary modes of expression and allow any of them to be-
come primary for any desired length of time in response to the flow
of the meeting.

5. The problem 1s compficated by the very radicat nature of the dif-
ferences between approaches to change advocated or undertaken
in meetings, as well as between the corresponding modes of ex-
pression of the individual engaged in them There does not appear
to be any systematic listing of change strategies but the following
list is an indication of the variety.

patitical action

scientific and technological development
economic and financial development
education, training

art, music

architectural and machine design, urban planning
religious faith, prayer

social engineering, social development
philosophical or esoteric understanding
. behavioural and perceptual modifications by drugs
. public information, media, propaganda
12. community development

13. drama, theatre

14. organizational development

15. legislative action

16. miltary or police action

17. direct action, violent civihan protest

18. personal encounter, dialogue. sex

19. self-exploration, meditation

20. mediatson, negotiation

21. manual labour.

CONOOR LN

-0

6, Ironically, the proponents of a particular form of change tend to
perceive 1t as the only viable or significant form {e.g. to a political
activist everything of any significance is political). They are unable
to detect the manner in which their action 1s counter-balanced,
checked. contained or even undermined by the other forms of
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change. Similarly it is not possible 10 determine how such different
strateglas can be blanded harmoniously together into a mix which
can ensure appropriate change. No body has a mandate to attempt
this, and no integrative discipline exists to legitimate such an ap-
proach

PARTICIPANT INTERACTION MODES

1. Meetings as a whole, or groups of participants within a meeting,
may give preference to one or more modes of interaction possibly
at different stages of the meeting. This effectively determines the
style of the meeting and may either attract or alienate certan par-
ticipants.

2. Primarily verbal modes .

2.1 Fact-oniented - The stress i1s on stating information (often qu-
antjtative) considered to be factual, querying such tacts, compar-
Ing them, and extrapolating from them to domains about which few-
er facts are known by those present.

2 2 Affect-oriented - The stress is on the expression of emotonal
opinion concerning different experiences and facts. Participants
may be emotionally aroused by the repeated reinforcement of cer-
tain opinions.

2.3 Concept-oriented : In this mode, categories of fact and expe-
nence are compared, cnficized, re-ordered, possibly with only n-
cidental reterence to the referents.

2.4 Doctring-oriented : A set of beliefs shared by participants may
give rise to statements reaffirming and justifying them, as well as
extending their application to new domains. This includes interac-
tion about legal and procedural matters.

2.5 Value-oriented - Statements stressing the qualitative import-
ance of particular approaches to any of the above.

2.6 Action prescriptive : Here the stress is on what shoutd be done,
usually in the light of any ot the above.

3. Pnmarily non-verbal modes ;

3.1 Physical sharing: feasting/drinking, dance. physical games,
group exercises.

3.2 Emotional sharing : drama, song, music. group empathy exer-
cises.

3.3 Intellectual sharing : conceptual « resonance » of participants
(«on the same gth »), usually stimulated by occasional
words; drama, music.

3.4 Status affirming : actions which reinforce the importance of a
participant and of those who articulate the beliefs or doctrines he
shares.

3.5 Communal celebration : partially rituahzed collective affirma-
tion of values, and renewal of participant belief therein.

3.6 Action : shared work, whether constructive or destructive

PARTICIPANT DIFFERENCES
IN PRE-LOGICAL BIAS

1. At the basis of the personality of every person or group active In
a meeting, 1t 1s useful to recognize a set of pre-rational tempera-
mental biases which are reflected in the aesthetical, theoretical,
value and action preferences and in the preferred mode of discus-
sion. The preferred mode of each individual or group may be posi-
tioned somewhere along axes of bias such as the following.

2. Order vs disorder, namely the range between a preference for
fluiditty, muddle, chaos, etc. and a preference for system, struc-
ture, conceptual clarity, etc.

3. Static vs dynamic, namely the range between a preference for
the changeless, eternal, etc. and a preterence for movement, for
explanation in genetic and process terms, etc.



4. Continuity vs discrete, namely the range between a preference
tor wholeness, unity, etc, and a preterence for discreteness, piural-
iy, diversity, etc.

5. Inner vs outer, namely the range between a preterence for being
able to project oneself into the objects of one’s expenence {to ex-
penence them as one experiences oneselt), and a preference for
a relatively externai, objective relation to them.

6. Sharp focus vs soft focus, namely the range between a prefer-
ence for clear, direct experence and a preference for threshold ex-
periences which are felt to be saturated with more meaning than
is immediately present.

7. This world vs other world, namely the range between a prefer-
ence for belief in the spatio-temperal world as self-explanatory and
a preference tor belief that it is not selt-explanatory (but can only
be comprehended in the light of other factors and frames of refer-
ence).

8. Spontaneity vs process, namely the range between a prefer-
ence for chance, freedom, accident, etc. and a preference for ex-
planations subject to laws and definable processes.

9. Such prelogical biases may be at the base of choice of Jife-style,
discipline, policy, mode of action, mode of presentation of informa-
tion, etc. To the extent that people have very different profiles in
terms of these axes, every particular mesting position. viewpoint or
programme will have only limited appeal.

10. The challenge is to design meetings which are hospitable to all
these biases in order that any outcome will be signiticant to those
in the outside world who share them. Meetings are usually « suc-~
cesstul » when participants share a set of biases and are a « frus-
trating fatlure » when a wider spectrum 1s represented. In neither
case 1s the problem of overcoming such differences recognized,
nor is the validity of any bias respected it it 1s represented by a mi-
nority. Itis not surprising therefore that the results of « successful »
meetings have little impact on those whose biases were not
blended into therr outcomes.

(Adapted from : W T Jones. The Romantic Syndrome; toward a new
method in cultural anthropology and history of ideas. The Hague,
Martinus Nijhof, 1861).

PARTICIPANT PERSONALITY NEEDS AND PROB-
LEMS

1. Wherever individuals groups or nstitutions work to remedy so-
cial problems. there is an inability of all concerned to admit openly
the psychosocial needs of the individuals and groups involved. It is
only in informal discussion, and i the absence of the concered in-
dwvidual, that there js frank discussion of how to confer a sense of
prestige by suitable juggling of organizational procedures and po-
sitions, appropriate use of flattery, etc.

2 The facilitation of individual « ego trips ». tor example, is often an
absolutely essential condition for their further support of a meeting
or project Even when two organizations or initiatives shoulg be
merged in the light of ali available information, this will be opposed
(behind-the-scenes), by the personalities involved, unless their
status needs can be fulfilled.

3. Such concerns. whether for a person individually, or for a group
asrepresented by an individual, are basic to all social action. When
they are not even recognized in behind-the-scenes planning, they
are recognized tacitly in the dynamics of interaction with the per-
80N In question.

4. The inability to handle these matters in open debate severly -
hibits the manner in which organizations or meetings can function.
Even in crisis situations, discussion of action to be taken during a
meeting will not occur until these other matters have been satis-
tactonly resolved through behind-the-scanes manoeuvering. Fre-

quently it is questionable, even in a crisis sjtuation, whether a qiven
indyvidual is not more interested In the recognition accord;xd to
himself or hss group than in any substantive matter which may be
discussed.

5. Organizational action ot any kind (and even in response to
crises) may be perceived primarily as providing a legitimate oppor-
tunity tor appropriate conference and organizational ritual to satis-
fy the psychosocial needs of the individuals and groups involved.
The situation is particularly serious when the personality needs are
neurotic or border on the psychopathic. There are many well-doc-
umented examples of this amongst national leadership, and in the
leadership of groups represented in conferences or having respon-
sibilities during them. Such matters cannot be discussed in open
debate.

6. Clearly the prionity accorded to these needs, and the inability to
give explicit recognition to them in organizational documents or
debate, despite their fundamental importance to organized action
emerging during conferences, constitute a constrant upon the fult
realization ot human potential. This is the case both because it dis-
torts the manner by which a person develops through action within
an organization or meeting, and because it distorts the manner by
which an organization or meeting s able to act.

PARTICIPANT ENTRAPMENT | :
alienation of committed activists

1. Each generation produces a number of well-qualified individuals
concerned with one or more social problems and prepared to com-
mit themselves, and possibly their careers, in an effort to achieve
a significant impact upon them. Such people frequently instigate or
tunction actively in meetings.

2. As in any occupation, some years are spent learning the dimen-
sions of the problem and the possibilities for action, especially in
a conference environment. Thereafter, however, many of them find
themsslves forced into positions of compromise. In an effort to
stick to their original values, they come into conflit with conference
structures and resource realities which often prevent anything
more than token action.

3. They are encouraged to be patient and find that patience
changes little. They find that those activists who have preceded
them, and continue to attend meetings, fapse easily into cynicism
or are satished with minimal change, They find that those who are
similarly nspired, and who should be therr allies. are frequently
hostile and suspicious of any form of cooperation of more than a to-
ken nature.

4. Some become aware that even when therr recommendations are
fully accepted 1n a conference, and implemented by some organ-
1zational system with apparent success, the system in etfect nui-
lifies such achievements by adjusting itself so that other ditferent
problems emerge. There 1s then no end to such a chain of displaced
problems, many of which are as much internal to the system of
meetings and organizations as they are external foci of the action
of a meeting or an organization.

5. These situations finally lead to a withdrawal (or « l0ss of faith »)
of many of the committed activists.

6. This withdrawal takes place without transfer of acquired expe-
nence and insight to others who might later be able to overcqme
the dynamics of entrapment. There 1s no accumulation of learning.
Those who know about the dynamics are often unable to speak
about them, or have lost the desire to do so. Those who do speak
about them are trequently ill-informed and merely provoke arepe-
tition of learning cycles.

7. This withdrawal may well take the form of a refusal to participate

in meetings In which their insight would be invaluablg. They may
argue that - large conferences are a useless waste of time . Such
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conferences then become meetings of the uninitiated with all that
1mplies to: therr outcome

8. Some withdraw partially and are willing to attend conferences it
they are given some significant role in their organization, or as
speakers, As such they may be totally indifterent to the impact on
partici of the ing views di i 1 by th

and therr colleagues of the same frame of mind.

9. Other erminent individuals attend conferences but remain silent
n order to allow time for the uninitiated participants to interact and
learn from the experience. Again this may prevent their experience
from being appropriately reflected in the outcome.

PARTICIPANT ENTRAPMENT Il :
repetition of learning cycles

1. In many social domains, retlected in conferences, time and a var-
iety of collective expenences have created amongst those con-
cerned an awareness of which actions are feasible, viable and use-
tu) and which are not. Such collective learning is difficult to transfer
to others n such a manner as to enable them to understand the
{usually relatively sophisticated) dynamics which limit the value of
seemingly obvious positive actions.

2.8ince there 1s a certain turpover of organizations, groups and in-
dividuals concerned with the problem in that domain, and repres-
ented at relevant conferences, those entering a meeting for the
first time tend to initiate proposals, recommendations and pro-
grammes which past expenence has shown to be a waste of re-
sources or of otherwise limited value. They will however have dif-
ficulty in recognizing this and will attribute past failure to ineffec-
tiveness of those involved at that time.

3. The consequence is that any group (possibly of snstitutions) with
expenence extending over several - programme generations » ai-
ways has latecomers who are drawn together at a meeting in sup-
port of projects which constitute the repetition of a learning cycle.
Such cycles must piay themselves out in order that the iatecomers
may acquire the understanding as to why those particular actions
are of limited effectiveness They will however then be repeated
when the number ot newcomers again becomes great enough to
make it difficult to redirect their attention during a meeting from
such seemingly obvious courses of action - particularly when the
obvious corses attract good press coverage with its immediate
pay-oft.

4 This repeated fragementation of groups and the use of re-
sources in support of inettective programmes clearly limits the abil-
ity of meetings to respond adeguately to any problem situation. jt
is also discouraging to those who have already acquired, through
such learning cycles. the necessary knowledge base from which
more effective programmes could be designed.

S. However. it is also the desire of the latecomers to apply therr
creative energies without regard for past experience which leads
to the acquisition of new knowiedge.

6. The situation is such that it is seldom possible to blend both
forms of knowledge in a meeting in an effective response to the
problem situation.

NON-LINEAR AGENDAS AND LINEAR THINKING

1 There 15 increasing expression of regret at the prevalence of
« linear thinking = By this is meant any ordering of concepts which
18 sequential between (or within) subdivisions but contains no
loops hinking non-proximate elements in the sequence Such line-
arity constitutes a method of ordering expenence which 1s recog-
fized as crude in relationship to the complexity of the environment.
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2. Linear thinking 1s reinforced by many of the conventional re-
sponses to constraints on presantation of informatjon :

- The necessanly linear sequence of . words in santences, para-
graphs, sections. and chapters in documents. (This is only shgh-
tly modified by the device of parallel columns of text).

- The linear schemes for numbering subdivisions of any structured
document or thesaurus.

~ The sequential ordering of words ot a speaker at a meeting.

3. The agenda of a meeting conforms to this pattern of linearity in
the sequence of agenda items. Even the use of paralle! sessions
or sequences of sessions maintains the linearity. There are no par-
trcularly satisfactory procedures to ensure cross-fertilization be-
tween sessions and convergence on new levels of significance or
synthesis.

4. An interesting alternative to the conventional representation of
an agenda, items with a linear sequence having a beginning and an
end, the ine may instead be considered to be circular, such that
the end joins the beginning. The agenda items are then associated
with points on the circumference through which the meeting ne-
cessarily progresses sequentially.

5. This raises the interesting questions -

- Should the subdivision of the circumference into agenda items
constitute a complete set as impiied by this approach - thus
~ exhausting » the topic ? And does it, if only by an « other mat-
ters » item ?

- Should the last element in any such sequence link back to the
first — « closing the loop » ? Or is the relationship between the
beginning and the end unclear and, if so. why ?

6. For more complex agendas, with distinct themes considered to
be compiementary or in some way related, one circular sequence
may be subdivided for each such principal theme. But rather than
separating the circles, they may then be represented as overlap-
ping. such that the related agenda items in different thematic cir-
cles are at the points of overlap. Since such circles necessarily
overlap at two ponts, ope can indicate the priority of theme A over
B, and the other the priority of theme B over A - necessary condi-
tions for functional interweaving.

7.n order to move beyond this simple representation of non-linear
interconnectedness. the communication links between non-adja-
cent items, necessary to preserve the topology of the representa-
tion. may then be inserted. This permits the agenda to be repres-
ented as a 3-dimensional configuration of functannally related
items in which the necessary relationships to maintam the integrity
of the configuration are explicitly indicated.

8. This procedure has the advantage of challenging any simplistic
comprehension of the verbal description normally used to identify
individual agenda items. Then the meaning to be associated with
such descniptors emerges {o a greater extent from the position of
the items within the configuration. The latter also raises useful
quetions about the relative importance of agenda items possibly
leading to the combination or subdivision of some of them.

9. Clanfying the non-linear relationships between the agenda
items can guide conceptualization and action concerning the rela-
tionship between meeting sub-dvision (into groups, commiss:ons,
etc) and any attempt at synthesis in plenary.

10. Configurations of the kind described may also be considered as
representing functional subdivision by subdivision of a spherical
surface area rather than a line. From this point of view, the impli-
cations of subdivision by triangulation (the basis of topographical
survey techniques), rather than by linear subdision, should be
considered. The former respects relatonships. the latter ignores
them.
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