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If an organization and its structures are to be instruments for the

humani zation and liberation of its members, the power operativein a
system cannot be coer cive power, which is based on fear of sanctions. Nor
can it even be smply reward power which is based on the anticipation of
some return for one's involvement. Ultimately it must involve the kind of
power which comes from people freely choosing to engage themselvesin
effortsto achieve a goal which they themselves have freely adopted. This

power of free personsis called commitment.

John Sherwood.
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John Sherwood’s Dance

A Map For Under standing Unconscious Transactions Between Groups
and Newly-Appointed Leaders.

I ntroduction

This short paper attempts to describe what happens between aleader and the members of a
groups when the leader is newly appointed. It is based on the work of John Sherwood" from
Cincinnati, Ohio. | have presented it to executives in workshop settings for over adecade and
continue to get strong feedback that it resonates at some deep leve with their lived experience
of the dynamics described herein.

Asyou read this paper, you will probably find it hepful to recdl one or two groups with
established higtories of which you were a member and where anew leader was gppointed, or
dternatively a Stuation where you were appointed to a designated leadership position of apre
exising group with itsown higory.

Two Rivers

Before exploring the dance, afew prdiminaries .... it is possble to view that which occursin
groups and among people as occurring in either of two rivers. Oneriver is aboveground; but
flowing bdow beneath the surface is an underground stream.

If dl to which aperson pays atention in group functioning is manifest behavior (whet people say
and do, or fall to say and do) then we could say they are fishing in the aboveground river. But if
oneis aso keen to examine and react to the corporate unconscious or the psychodynamicsin

group functioning then we might say thet they are fishing in the underground stream.
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Thetwo rivers co-exis. The underground streem islargdly invisble and many people go about
their day-to-day activities oblivious of its exigence. Y et it, too, can be a source of nourishment

and it, too, can carry vast amounts of weter.

Inasmilar way the unconscious dynamics of groups are asred as the surface and manifest
behavior, just Imply invishle to most who work with them. And like the underground stream,
the unconscious forces a work in group behavior contain avery large body of information,
which anewly gppointed leeder ignores a her® peril.

In the terms of this paper the aboveground stream contains that which is conscious, tangible,
rationd, visble, tangible and verbd. The underground stream, on the other hand, conssts of
those things which are unconscious, tacit, nonretiond, lessvisble, intangible and imagindl.

John Sherwood suggested there are a set of unconscious but nevertheless redl transactions
occurring between anewly-designated leeder and an exigting group which directly impact on the
effectiveness of the leader and of the group. But these transactions, like the water in the
underground stream, are largely unconscious and invishle. He sought to explain the nature of
these implicit unconscious and nontrationd transactions and it his explanations in the form of the
modd in these pages which | have termed * John Sherwood’ s Dance’.

Declaration and Acceptance

The gtarting point that time when anew leader comesinto agroup. Often, it seems, one of the
firg things shehas to confront (gpart from the task of finding out how the place actudly works
and what it's supposed to do) isan array of gories.
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Members of the group start telling stories about the “way weve done things around here’.
These dories usudly rdae incidents and methods to the leader or they might relate critica
eventsin the history of the group.

At one levd, the content of the soriesis probably margindly useful to anew leader but a
another levd it is profoundly important thet the leeder pay atention to the themesin the sories
for the group members are doing two things. By telling Sories they are making a Satement
about their own corporate and collective identity to the leeder. They are dedaring themselves.

They are saying "thisiswho we are, thisis our shared higtory, thisis our identity, thisis our

culture and our culture is expressed in our stories and these are our Stories’.

A leader a this point in time has some choices. She can dedl with these Stories at a content
leve, take the information, say thank you very much and go on about her business But, if the
leader behaves either nonverbaly or symboalicdly in away which discounts these Sories, then
sheiswdl and truly “behind the eght-bal”. For by so discounting the stories she discounts the
identity of the people.

Some years ago, after achange of political leadership in one of our governments, anew
infragtructure department was formed through the amagamation of aformer engineering
department and a much smdler policy department. The engineering department had along
higory of technicd achievement and excdlence. For example, for the sake of this example the
reader might imagineit built roads, or set up tedecommunications systems, or ddivered on high
quality congruction projects. The policy department, on the other hand, primarily undertook
pdicy andyssand other adminigrative and service functions - for example, it might have
collected speeding fines from errant drivers, licence fees from radio broadcasters, or supervised
the licensing and quality assurance of congtruction companies®
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The leedership of the new organization came mosily from the previous policy department;
indeed the name of the new organization was exactly the same as the name of this former group.
Many of the people who were in desgnated leadership pogtionsin the new organization came
from the former palicy department and suddenly found themsdves managing amuch larger
cregture with a very high technica engineering component to its corporate task. Y et over 80%
of the employees came from the former enginearing department.

In arush of managerid and economicdly rationdist euphoriathat seemed, a the time, to sweep
through dl the newly- dected government’ s operations, the basic purpose and direction of the
new department was espousad to be one of facilitating the economic infrastructure necessary for
the date to progper in the fidd of the new department’ s operations.

Suddenly, instead of building roads or setting up telecommunications sysems or erecting
wonderful testament to engineering excdlence, the people were told they had to become
drategic, entrepreneurid, economicaly oriented advisors aiding infrastructure devel opment.

The reeder will no doulbt recognize the familiarity of thistype of trandtion and in alogicd world
(aboveground dream) it dl makes sensein the late twentieth century. The aboveground stream
condderaions suggest little wrong with this scenario. However, wha hgppened in the
underground stream was quiite different.

In the early days after the merger, the engineering-oriented people took every opportunity totdl
the new senior executives of the department about how good they were and what wonderful
feats of engineering they had accomplished. In so doing, they were dedlaring themselves.

The response of the new senior executives at the time was not what the enginesring- oriented
managers expected nor wanted. They smply ignored the engineers. As the engineers continued
to tell the Stories the executives became more irritable and annoyed, until findly they Sarted
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teling sories themsdlves about the engineers, sorieswhich cast the engineersin the color of
being “past it”, irrdlevant and not up with thetimes.

Somewhere about thistime avery, very sgnificant maaise set in among about two-thirds of the
organization for, by their behavior, the new gods on Mount Olympus, were saying to the mortal
engineers "you don't count”. They had falled to acoept the declaration of the past of this
organization as exemplified in the ories. They had discounted the stories and the rich tapestry
of information contained therein. Consequently the engineers felt discounted.

Wise leaders ligten attentively to such stories when they are gppointed to new groups and
accept the patterns contained in them. In thisway they vdidate as worthwhile the effort and
achievements of the group and, more importantly, vaidete its collective identity.

Demonstration and Perception

The leader now needs to demondirate in Some way she has accepted the group’s past asavdid
experience and has dso accepted their identity by demondrating behavior which is conastent
with the stories told to her of the group’s padt. If shefallsto do this then her gpparent
acceptance in the previous sep of the dance will be seen asinvalid or incongruent in some way.

There needs to be aperiod in which the leeder behaves asif shewill continue in the ways of the
pag, for, if the leader does things which are fundamentdly different to the told stories the group
will experience this as an unconscious and powerful message of regjection, no metter what the
leader’ sverbd statementsare. Itisacase of “do asl do, not as| say”, for in the early stages of
ardationship with anew leader the group will pay far more attention to her actud and symbolic
behavior than any verba utterances

Now, it may be that the leader will support some previoudy established palicy. It may be that
she will continue some very smdl practice. In objective terms, what she chooses to support is
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less important than that she actudly demondrates support for the padt. It can be a avery smple
leve or a aquite complex and conceptud level. What mattersis thet this support isseen to
happen and that it is symbalicaly vaent to the people. That is, the leader chooses a practice
which makes sense to the pegple and is symbalic to them of their collective identity .

For example, one of my dientsisalarge technically-oriented company with its own cefeteria
where dl the clerica support and other employees gather to have lunch eech day. From time
immemarid, or S0 it seems, this particular cafeteria had redly represented amap of the

organization’s culture.

There had been a cartain group of technicians who, it seems, have dways st a agiven table.
The finance people sat a ancther table and Sated to me on anumber of occasons they would
never dream of gtting a the technicians table. A third group of people, mostly dericd assdants
and moglly femae, st a yet another table and they sated they would not for one moment
entertain Stting a ether of the previous two tables. Findly, some of the manud labor people
who work in this organization used a separate and fourth table.

The territories were very clearly marked out.

A new CEO was gppointed to this highly technica organization. He had made acareer in
finanda management and after some yearsin ather firms he had returned to this company where
he began his career asafinancd controller. In those previous daysin this company he had sat

a the finance table with his colleagues.

It was hoped by dl that he would the able to lead the company out of itsfinancia woes.
He had been in his new pagition gpproximately one week when he thought it gppropriate to go
and eat in the cefeteriawith his employees. Thefirgt day he sat with the technicdians and on the

second day he sat with the derica support staff, but he invited some of the techniciansto join
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him at this other table. On the third day of his second week he sat with the laborers, and again
invited technicians and dericd g&ff to join him.

He actudly ignored the finance people because he thought they knew him from old times and
that they “would be OK”, as he put it to me some weeks later. But he falled to redize that, by
gtting at the other three tables, he had violated a profound culturd norm in two ways firdly, he
hed mixed up the territories and secondly he did not participate in the tribd ritud of thet tribe to
which he was “supposed to bedong” - inther eyes.

He committed a third, and very grievous, morta error aweek later: he rearranged the entire
Seeting pattern of the cafeteriainto smdl tables, removed the square oblong rectangular tables
and replaced them with smdl circular tables that no more than five people could St &
comfortably. To say that “dl hell broke loosg’ is somewhat of an undersatement.

Thisexample illudtrates that Something in the aboveground stream and gpparently trivid in the
long-term organizationadl scheme of things can have profound significance in the underground
sream. Specificaly, it isanillugtration of aleaeder failing to demondrate his acceptance of the
underlying group culture,

If, on the other hand, he had spent a couple of weeks Sitting with the finance people a their
table, had not disturbed the segting arrangements so aoruptly, it islikely that the employees
would have accepted the changes with little didress. He could have “carried them with him”, so
to spesk. But our leader didnt redize this, for he was not paying attention to underground
dements- in hisworld dl that needed attention was contained in the logicd, the rationd, the
tangible and the visble: the aboveground stream.

Now, theissue might be about seating arrangements; it could equaly be about some pre-
established palicy, it could be about a management system, it could be about a mgor company
program of activity. The substance doesn't redly matter; what maitersis whether the leader
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demongrates compliance with criticaly symbalicaly and important ementsin the group's

culture

Acknowledgment and Acceptance

If the leader demondrates (on some symboalicaly vaent and visble issue) her compliance with
past practice and ritua then they will perceive very dearly her vaidation of them as agroup.

The group will then, unconscioudy, begin a process of acknowledging the leader as acceptable
and vdid. Psychodynamicaly they are saying, "We can see that you respect us and our history
and because of that we think you are oK.

At this sage the group often confers Satus on the new leeder for thefirst time. Therearea
number of possible sgnasthat thisis occurring or about to occur.

There may be, for instance, a sudden drop-off in the frequency of stories about the past: they
have accepted and acknowledged the new person as aleader and no longer fed the need to
restete again and again, through story, ther collective identity. It is often not so much that they
dart telling sories about the new ways, nor thet they art telling stories about the new leader;
rather it isthat they often seem to sop tdling Sories aout the past. The group,
psychodynamicaly, has become settled again.

Y ou will dso find members of the group deferring more to the leeder. This may take the form of
danding asde in the doorway, or bowing their shoulders or head ever 0 dightly whenever the
leader gppearsin their midst. Perhaps, even, less direct eye contact with the leader.
Alterndtively, insteed of ceasing atopic of conversation when the leader arrivesthey may
continue it and ask the leader for her opinions about the matter a hand. They may, for ingtance,
dart to give the chair a the head of the table to the leader or ask her if shewantsto Stinsucha
char. All these smdl sgns of deference gart to increase in frequency and if the leader ispaying
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attention to the underground stream, she will redlize she has been acknowledged as the group’s
leadler.

If the leeder failsto accept the deference now paid to her, she can st the process back a step
or two. For example, if she doesn't accept the chair & the head of thetable, if she says"No, no,
you go firgt through the door”, or if shefallsto ded with the decisons sheis asked to address
by the subordinates ... she will tend regress the pattern for the group members people will tend
to interpret such regponses unconscioudy asthe leader rgecting them asagroup.

It is not that such responses are ingppropriate, but rather one of timing. They may well be
gopropriate later in the rdationship that the leader establishes with the group.

If, however, the leader does accept this deference and the associated patterns of behavior for a
period of time, she will have become empower ed by the group to lead them a leest within
some condraints. By so doing she will dso be symbalicaly accepting the status conferred on
her by the group.

Evocation and Acceptance

Once empowered by the group in this manner aleader’ s range of viable optionsincreases
subgtantialy. For example, she might cal for some new reponse, some new sysem, some new
organizationd practice, Some different way of dedling with dients

Returning to the cafeteriaexample, if our CEO had waited and danced the firg three gepswith
the group, he would then have been in amuch better psychologica postion to have said "Well,
why don't we think about rearranging the tables in the cefeterid’.
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Equdly, and in more generd terms, the leader could have said "Why don't we think about
changing the policy around thisprogramto X or Y from A or B". Alternativey, it might bea
management sysem that she wants to change, or away of conducting megtings.

Providing the proposed changes are not too “far-out”, too deviant, the leader can evoke these
changes in the group. The group will acoept this evocation, this reques, this cdl to do something
different providing it isnot too differentin their eyes from how they seethemsdves ie. from

their unconscious corporate identity.

Discovery and Acknowledgment

Now, if the leader isajudicious one, she will have chosen some change which has areasonable
chance of success. For then the group members can discover they can do things differently with
the leeder. The group "learns’ thereisaway of working together that is different in some
fundamenta way to past practice.

If the leeder inj udicioudy choosesamgor transformation a this point and if this changefallsin
some way, she will have created doubt in the minds of the group members about her capacity to
lead them and to evoke new responses. In so doing she does not regress the dance, but it does
mean that the whole process will take just that amount of time longer. For until the leeder has
evoked from them aresponse to do something different which they discover “works’ sheis
unable to take the next Sep.

If the leader has chosenwisdly, it is likely an observer would notice an increased frequency of
datements of praise for the leeder’ s ability. Especidly common are Statements praisng her
judgement and intellectud capacity for this sep of the dance.
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The wise leader should acknowledge the group in someway - should praise them. At this point
the leader needsto be very, very fulsomein her praise. In so doing, he or sheis acknowledging

their cgpacity to change.

I nnovation and Satisfaction

Once the group has discovered it can do different things with the new leader and once they have
been acknowledged for this, the leader is then free to innovate. The leader is now able to take
the group further and further away from the past practice or ritud or belief or procedure or

policy or program. And the group will now go with her.

Itisasif you havetwo linksin a chain and one chain hasto pull the other chain but until the two
links are linked properly one can't pull the other. The mechanism by which those two links
become entwined, S0 to spesk, isfor want of a better term, what we are caling John
Sherwood's Dance.

Consequences

This dance in the underground stream of agroup’s unconscious between its membersand a

newly-gppointed leeder has a number of consequences which seem worth illugtrating.

To summarize, the dance is one composed of Sx steps-
1
2.

o >~ »w

Declaration and Acceptance
Demondtration and Perception
Acknowledgment and Acoceptance
Evocation and Acceptance
Discovery and Acknowledgment

Innoveation and Satisfaction
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The process of empowering leaders beginsin the group - it is not something which automaticaly
happens by virtue of their gppointment. A leader's power is congtituted by the cal of the group.
A leader’s effectiveness sems (initidly) from empowerment by the group on the group's terms,
that is, the group shares its power with the new leeder and ultimately hands a subgtantial chunk

of it over to her.

Now groups come to possess a shared meaning base (aculture, if you like) by attributing
meaning to collective efforts and incidents of the pagt. This shared meaning is the source of ther
power as agroup, and the process of empowering the leader becomes a process of
incorporating the leader into this shared meaning base.

Once aleader accepts the commission of agroup, if she then refuses to honor the group's
norms she will diminish greatly both her effectiveness and the group's power. For, asin adance,
if Partner A chooses not to follow the lead of Partner B, they both cannot complete the dance.
Moreover, it isthen even less likdly that the two will be able to dance together later for B is
likdy to ress letting A takethe leed & alater sage. However, if A initidly followsthe leed set
by B, then the chance of A being dlowed to lead later are greetly enhanced. So it iswith newly

gppointed leaders and their groups.

Moreover, forma conferrd of authority is not conferral of datus. Status arises both from the
group's own expression of itsidentity and from its acceptance of the leader's congruence with

thisidentity. Failure by aleader to accept the Satus offered is experienced asrgection by the

group.
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Every group possesses norms and expectations for anew leader before and after she arrives on
the scene. These should have the opportunity to become explicit and negotiated efter the firg
three steps of the dance have evolved. Moreover it is unlikely they can be resolved successfully
before the “ Acknowledgment and Acceptance” step has been danced for thereislikdy to be
insuffident connection between the group and the new leeder.

A group needsto have "space” in which to creste, monitor and shape itsidentity vis-a-visits
leader. In one resource industry company with which | am familiar | was told of a newly-arrived
plant manager who caled unannounced every afternoon after 4.30 pm at the office door of his7
direct reports and asked that they each provide him with averba report on ther activities and
achievements of the day. After repested complaints from these managers to the company
generd manager that they found his behavior unnerving he was asked to explain.

The plant manager reported he bdieved the best way to find out how the plant actudly ran was
to ask people how they spend ther time. Asto why he engaged in this practice gpedificaly with
his direct reports, he stated it was a'so away of getting to know how each of his direct reports

operated.

Wha he didn’t know was that among this group of managers there was a srong history of
shared pear respongibility with high levels of shared collective autonomy delegated to them by
their previous Plant Manager. His dally “incursons’ were seen as a strong violaion of ther
shared psychologica space. Moreover, his behavior was interpreted as both aggressve and
demanding with astrong focus on individua responghility - agan something which was diento
the group' sidentity.
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The dance metaphor o creates an image of movement and energy. So it iswith the
relationship between a group and their newly-gppointed leeder. If the whole process of their
mutua engagement is interdependent and dynamic, then the energy and power in thewhole
system (of group and leader) will grow. If, on the other hand, thereis dependence ('l tell you
what to do) or independence (you tell me what you want and | will do it), energy and power of
the system will decrease or a best remain Sagnant.

Given dl thesaforces a play in the underground stream it would seem to make alot of sensefor
groups and leaders to find ways of negoatiating together ther different “ways of being in the
world”, of putting this“stuff” out on the table for resolution. In one senseit will not short-arcuit
the dance processes: they are essentialy nonrationa phenomena. Nevertheess, such
negatiations do offer the chance of making the process visble and eesier.

Special Cases

For the person promoted to leedership from within the group, the Stuation isalittle more

complex.

Imagine, for example, afamily where both parents are killed, say, in acar accident. Imeagine dso
that of the surviving children, thereis a ggnificant age ggp and one of the eder children adopts
the parent role in the family, for whatever reason. This person is no longer asbling, but " Carer™
or "Guardian”. As such they have a postion from which they can now exercise new forms of
power over those who were previoudy ther Sblings Thisis afundamentaly different
relaionship. It is often the case in such stuations thet the other sblings will work actively but
unconscioudy to subvert this redlignment of power.

Soitisintoday’s organizations. When a pear moves from “shbling” or peer roleiinto the

authority role strong unconscious group forces are unleashed.
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For example, it seemsthat the group and the newly “eected” leader darce ahigh levd of
engagement around Steps 1 and 2: Declaration and Acceptance followed by Demonstration

and Perception. The relaionship seemsto cyde through both these seps many moretimes
than occurs when the leader isan “outsder”. The group has a much greeter hold on the
promoted ingder and is often less willing to empowver this person to take them into new worlds
than with someone who arrives free and “clean of past baggage’.

Likewise, it ssems easier for aleader in amulti-layered organization to dance through these Six
geps quickly with people further down in the organization then with therr immediate
subordinates, particularly if they have been promoted as an indder from within agroup of peers.

For example, in one dient organization the CEO was promoted from within the senior
management group. He was able to invoke serious change in the organization with people two
or more “rungs’ down the organization more eesily than with his (now) immediate subordinate
managers. They took amuch longer time to empower him for themsalves - it wasif they were
saying to themsdlves "He's still one of us and we're not going to let him lead us yet." Even

deeper, it was asif they were saying “ You have betrayed us by getting yourself promoted,
and we resent this.” So the leader promoted from within needs to pay extra attention to

working with the group in Steps 1 and 2, ie. digplaying acceptance of the group's culture and
then demondrating congruence with this unconscious idertity.

It isan espedidly difficult Stuation when agroup has asuccesson of leaderswho comein and
are then posted onwards and sent back to wherever they came from in reasonably short
succession. In such casesit is much harder to achieve aresolution for the group comes (a some
very deep levd) to seeitsidentity as permanent and its reaionship with the leeder as
temporary. They then seek to outlast the supposedly temporary leeder. In such cases the group
seemsto withhold engaging in the dance with the new leeder. The leader hasto make an extra
large or far more visble symbolic commitment before she will be even enjoined in the dance.
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Then thereisthe type of Stuation depicted in Ricardo Semler’ s popular book “Maverick”. He
suggests the leader is“thrown up” by the group. Inthis paradigm you are not So much bringing
inanew leader as credting one. In acommunity mode of leadership people come up from
within. The leeder is, therefore, dready accepted and there is a genera agreement that when
someone takes on such arole shewill actudly continue to be“one of us’. Hence we will give
over something of oursdvesto this person for this period of time. She has dready demondrated
her membership.

In such cases the leader and the group have dready danced Steps 1 and 2 by virtue of the
leader’ s continued membership of the group and the expectation that the leader will one day be
back with them as a member when another member takes on the leedership mantle.

Thereisdso an interesting and particular phenomenon which seems to occur between anew
leader and group when the previous leader was not empowered by that group, i.e. she did not
have deep permission from the group to lead therm”. The new leader comes into an environment
that appears to not need to “dance’. The group welcomes her with open ams and is keen to
accept any suggestions for improvement she might have. The leader who accepts and bdlieves
thisto be the case, isacting in a somewhat perilous Stuation. Whet in fact seemsto be
happening is the creation by the group of ahiatus period based around the dynamic of flight —
flight from the traumaand difficulty of the pagt, from the separation, diendtion and dis-
identification with the previous leader. All that is happening is that the beginning of Sherwood's
Dance isbeing ddayed by some days, weeks or months. It will inevitably occur as described in
these notes— it is Smply postponed by the dynamic flight. | sugpect this has an upside: thisflight
period dlows are-centering by the group of its deep identity and probably serves aheding

function aswdl.
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Reprise

When John Sherwood firg presented this dance as a metaphor some of the relationd dynamics
inthe early 1970s, he ated that he had been using it for nearly 20 years at that time to explain
such matters. From the continuing feedback about its current rlevance and vdidity it would
seem asthough there are some rdaiond dynamics between individuas and groups which are
independent of time and Smply can't be better explained by the next new mode which comes
dong. If this paper srikes a chord with you and your experience then | would vaue further
comment and feedback on how it can be improved.

Tim Dalmau
March 1999.
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Notes

1) Some of thismodd is contained in Sherwood, John.: Leadership - The Responsble Exercise
Of Power. MDI. Cincinnatti, OH. 1975. John was agood friend to me and amentor over many
years. The map described in this paper is one of the many things he gave me asaway of
thinking about organizations and group behavior.

2) The feminine gender is dso meant to indude the masculine.

3) The options and examples are given here to protect the identity of the “innocent” and the
nglty’

4) This Stuation was brought to my atention by Mark Cain, Presdent BHP Sted Mdaysa
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