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Why a new theory
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▪ In the Group Relations tradition, we say that a group is “working.” But how is it working? What 

behaviors are in place that facilitate work? What emotions fuel the work? 

▪ ”Working” is a general term. What are its different facets?

▪  If we understood this, we could more clearly explain why groups go “off-task.”

▪ This could increase our ability to help groups stay on task. 

▪ Reversal theory provides us with a typology of ”working.” This typology also provides a more 

comprehensive view of how groups go off task. 
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I was inspired by Michael Apter’s body of work which he calls 

“Reversal Theory.”
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Apter describes four “meta-motivations.” They are distinctive forms of object relations that 

describe four basic ways people use to relate to one another. 

1. Conforming  Rebelling

2. Mastering  Sympathizing

3. Serious (purposeful)  Playful

4. Self-focused  Other-focused
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They are “meta” because they establish the frame of reference, 

the context for many other feelings and behaviors
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▪ If I am in the “rebel-conform” frame of reference, I will experience other people and myself in 

an interpersonal drama centered on authority relations and power dynamics. 

▪ My rebellious stance will provoke feelings centered on “grievance,” “rights,” ”justice,” 

“privilege,” “power,” “resentment,” and “resistance.”

▪ My conformist stance will provoke feelings centered on belonging, “obeying”, “duty,” “love,” 

and “gratitude.” 

▪ I am likely to oscillate between these two stances. For example, I will sometimes resent the 

authority person I love. 
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I find “meta-motivation” to be a clumsy term. Instead..
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▪ I am going to call each meta-motivation a “modality.” I am 

going to call each pole of a meta-motivation a ”mode”
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Apter’s modalities correspond to psychoanalytic dualities we are 

familiar with

▪ Conforming  Rebelling

▪ Mastering  Sympathizing

▪  Serious  Playful

▪ Self-focused  Other focused 

▪ Oedipal dynamics or Ego  Superego

▪ Paranoid-Schizoid  Depressive

▪ Ego instincts- sexual instincts

▪ Narcissistic Investment  Object 

investment
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Apter’s basic hypothesis

When a person is in a mode, and it leads to frustration, boredom, discomfort, and/or anxiety, they 

”reverse” to its other pole 

Rebel

Conform Rebel

Conform

OR
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“An example from everyday life: Playing Tennis

▪ I am playing seriously against a competitor. I realize I 

can’t compete and get frustrated. I decide to enjoy 

watching his skillful playing and take pleasure in my 

surroundings. 

▪ My competitor had hoped to play hard and defeat me. 

Realizing I am not very good and feeling bored, he 

decides to give me gentle instructions on my swing.

▪ I have switched from “Serious 

to Playful” 

▪ He has switched from 

“Mastering to Sympathizing”
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Are Apter’s modalities the ”best” way to describe object 

relations?  There is no way to prove this! 
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In fact, theorists have provided a range of modalities 

▪ Freud

▪ Klein 

▪ Lacan

▪ Jung 

▪ McClelland

▪ Higgins

▪ Bakan

▪ Life instinct versus Death instinct

▪ Paranoid-Schizoid versus Depressive

▪ Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real 

▪ Extraversion versus Introversion

▪ Power, Affiliation, Achievement

▪ Promotion vs Prevention 

▪ Agency vs. Communion
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My proposition to you 
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▪ Whatever its epistemological standing, Reversal Theory is a helpful way to understand 

workgroup behavior!
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How I translate Apter’s modalities into workgroup modalities 

Apter’s Modalities for individuals

Conform-Rebel

Master-Sympathize

Serious-Playful

Self-focus—Other-focus

▪ Translated into Work-Groups

▪ Consensus-Challenge

▪ Perform-Join

▪ Purposeful-Playful

▪ Self-Attunement- Other-Attunement
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Modalities in Group Life
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▪ Each modality represents a 'grammar' for group behavior

▪ Members intuitively know the rules (e.g., consensus, challenge)

▪ People have an intuitive grasp of when a group is seeking consensus, focusing on coming 

together, fruitfully debating, etc. 

▪ Bion described valences as “embodied unthought assumptions about the nature and purpose 

of the group and which all human individuals have available for linking with each other.” 

▪ The modalities have  just this character
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Modality Descriptions: How groups work
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If you want to see a much more detailed description of these 

modalities, click on the following link.
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▪ Workgroup modalities

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15NMic9mwnijQF3_7ie3I7eruB6P_0e5q/edit?usp=share_link&ouid=110885271912121582638&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15NMic9mwnijQF3_7ie3I7eruB6P_0e5q/edit?usp=share_link&ouid=110885271912121582638&rtpof=true&sd=true
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Reversals and Work Leadership
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▪ Reversal helps groups use anxiety and discomfort as signals, not threats

▪ Responding to anxiety and discomfort,  temporary 'work leaders' guide reversals at key 

moments.

▪ Groups that reverse effectively remain adaptive
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Purposeful
working

Stuck-ness Relief and 

Relaxation 

Serious 

Working 

Frustration

Anxiety

Boredom

Work group leader 

offers light-hearted 

reflections, quips, 

and references to 

funny movie scenes

Here is an example, a “reversal” in everyday Workgroup behavior 

A typical Workgroup experience

A REVERSAL 
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People 

CHALLENGE 
each other

There is 

debating 

without end

Relief and 

Relaxation 

Working 

toward 

Agreement 

Frustration

Anxiety

Boredom

Work group leader

proposes working 

toward a 

CONSENSUS 

A typical Workgroup experience

Another example“reversal” in everyday Workgroup behavior 

A REVERSAL 
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People 

CHALLENGE 

each other

Stale 

debating

Relief and 

Relaxation 

Agreement 

Frustration

Anxiety

Boredom

Discomfort

Backache

Fidgeting

Restlessness

Work group leader

proposes working 

toward a CONSENSUS 

Reversals are connected to Bion’s ”beta elements” and “Alpha functioning”

Alpha function: 

Converting 

bodily signals 

into thinking 

and action

Beta elements:

Non-verbal, body

experiences A REVERSAL 
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Every mode has its ”deformation,” its own distinctive “BA,” 

triggered by anxiety boredom, frustration, discomfort, etc.

▪ MODE

▪ Challenge

▪ Consensus

▪ Purposefulness

▪ Playfulness

▪ Performing

▪ Joining 

▪ Self Attunement 

▪ Other Attunement

▪ ITS DEFORMATION

▪ Fight

▪ Flight

▪ Dependency

▪ Absurdity

▪ Ritualizing

▪ Enmeshing

▪ Aggrandizing

▪ Rescuing 
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Modes and their deformations
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Modes and their deformations
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Why does a deformation succeed?
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The deformation succeeds for three reasons:

▪ It provides an escape from hard work 

▪ It hijacks the feeling associated with a work mode and distorts it. In this sense, it is“disguised” as a 

working process when it is not.

▪ It provides its own distinctive source of gratification, as is shown in the next slide. 
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Deformations are partly gratifying 
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Fight The energy of a fight is enlivening 

Flight A pseudo consensus is reassuring

Dependency Having no responsibility is comforting 

Absurdity Foolishness is a pleasant diversion

Ritualizing Procedures reduce the burden of choosing

Enmeshing Entanglements provide a sense of security 

Aggrandizing Invoking deference makes me feel superior

Rescuing It feels good to be a moral person 
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Joining 

Stuck-ness

Relief

Not Working 

Frustration

Anxiety

Boredom

Discomfort

Backache

Fidgeting

Restlessness

Deformation: 

Enmeshing

With a deformation the beta elements dominate

Beta elements short 

circuit thinking. Leads to 

unconsciously mediated 

responses

Beta elements:

Non-verbal, body

experiences
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The deformations and the basic assumptions
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▪ Bion posited three basic assumptions. Reversal Theory (RT) points to eight deformations

▪ RT’s deformation, “merging” matches, Turquet’s addition of ”one-ness” to Bion’s canonical three. 

RT’s deformation, “aggrandizing,” matches Lawrence and his co-authors’ addition of “me-ness.” 

These matches increase the face validity of RT as a framework for understanding group 

psychodynamics

▪ RT adds, “ritualizing,” “rescuing,” and “absurdity.” 

▪ RT does not give an account of Bion’s “pairing” basic assumption. 
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The deformations and the basic assumptions: continued
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▪ One dilemma associated with Bion’s framework is that the Basic Assumptions represent a flight 

from work and, at the same time, serve as the emotional drivers of real work. For example, 

according to Bion, the feelings associated with “fight”  and “dependency” also amplify people's 

efforts to face challenges or follow a leader. 

▪ RT proposes a way out of this dilemma by distinguishing the mode from its deformation. 

▪ For example, the feelings associated with the “challenge” mode help people tackle complex 

problems, whereas its deformation into “fight” leads people to attack each other. Each has its 

own source of emotional fuel. 

▪ RT can resolve this dilemma because it provides a typology of working, which Bion’s framework 

does not. 
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There are four categories of interpretations that focus on the 

work 

33

▪ Supporting a mode: Underlining a mode that is helping a group stay on task

▪ Interpreting a frustration, anxiety, etc. (giving voice to Beta elements), when the mode has 

run its course and can no longer support work   

▪ Interpreting a deformation by referencing the gratification it provides 

▪ Supporting a reversal that a work leader proposes to restore working.

▪  
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Interventions and Interpretations: Challenge to Consensus

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a reversal

▪ “The group is experiencing its debate as fruitful.”

▪ “It seems that you are debating without end.” 

▪ The group is taking pleasure in fighting 

▪ The group is looking for a basis for agreement
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Interventions and Interpretations: Consensus to Challenge

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a reversal

▪ “The group is exploring areas of agreement.”

▪ “You are going in circles.” 

▪ “It feels comfortable to paper over differences.”

▪ “It may be time to revive your debating skills.”
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Interventions and Interpretations: Performing to Joining

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration\

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a reversal

▪ “The group’s work feels like smooth sailing.”

▪ “It seems that you have lost direction.” 

▪ “Your procedures could be your death knell.” 

▪ “The group is trying to glue itself back together again.”
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Interventions and Interpretations: Joining to Performing

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a reversal

▪ “You are looking for what you have in common.”

▪ “Feeling good about one another is not enough.” 

▪ It is pleasurable to experience, “one for all and all for one!” 

▪ “The group is trying to return to its work, even though it's hard.”
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Interventions and Interpretations: Purposefulness to Playful

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a reversal

▪ “You are working with great intention.”

▪ “Many members appear to be lost.” 

▪ “It is comforting when someone else defines your goal.”

▪ “Having fun can be a release.”
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Interventions and Interpretations: Playful to Purposefulness

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a Reversal 

▪ “Hunor can be enlivening.”

▪ “When does fun get in the way of work?” 

▪ It feels like a carnival here.” 

▪ “It seems that some members feel that you are wasting time.”
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Interventions and Interpretations: Self-Other attunement

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a reversal

▪ “It seems important to assert your different viewpoints.”

▪ “Your competitiveness is undermining your work.” 

▪  “It appears that it is most important that everyone gets credit for their 

contributions.” 

▪ Silent members are finding support.”
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Interventions and Interpretations: Other-Self attunement

▪ Supporting a mode 

▪ Interpreting a frustration

▪ Interpreting a deformation

▪ Supporting a reversal

▪ “Caring for each other is important.”

▪ “ Good feelings can’t substitute for good thinking”

▪  “You have labeled some members as injured.” 

▪ “Sometimes singletons can pave the way.”
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These are not the only interventions
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▪ These interventions focus on the group’s capacity for work and are laser-focused on when a 

group is ”off-task” or “on-task.”

▪ But that does not mean that other dynamics are not in play, for example, sub-grouping and 

stereotyping. It also does not preclude attention to other feelings, for example, envy, pride, joy, 

and passion.

▪  It is a matter of judgment to know when these other feelings and dynamics help or hinder a 

group’s capacity for working. 

▪ There are four ”extreme” feelings, with their associated attenuated expressions, 

associated with each modality. I will demonstrate this at another time.



©CFARCFAR.COM

Sections

43

▪ Purpose of this presentation

▪ Reversal Theory

▪ Reversal Theory and the Workgroup modalities

▪ The Deformations and the Basic Assumptions

▪ Describe potential interventions to help groups work

▪ Primitive functioning

▪ Observing groups

▪ Next steps



©CFARCFAR.COM

Primitive Group Functioning
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▪ It may be thought that the Basic assumptions, as “proto-mental” phenomena, represent 

primitive group functioning

▪ But this can’t be right, since the Basic Assumptions are also partially constructive: they hold 

the group together despite its failure to accomplish real work. As Bion notes, group 

members assume that the purpose of the group is to “depend” or to “fight.” In  people’s minds 

the groups still has a purpose which embraces everyone. 

▪ I prefer Lia Pistiner di Cortinias’ phraseology: “The usurpation of ego functions by a primitive 

Super-ego is also linked to the primitive group functioning.” * In other words, we want to 

define primitivity as primarily destructive in its intent and impact.

*Pistiner de Cortiñas, Lia (2011). “Science and fiction in the psychoanalytical field.” In Chris Mawson (Ed.), Bion 

Today(New Library of Psychoanalysis). London & New York: Routledge, p. 126
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Reversal Theory terms guide us in connecting primitive group 

function to modes and their deformations

45

MODE DEFORMATION PRIMITIVE EXPRESSION

Challenge Fight Destroy

Consensus Flight Repudiate

Purposeful Dependency Be a Parasite

Playfulness Absurdity Derision

Performing Ritualizing Persecuting

Joining Enmeshing Merging

Self-Attunement Aggrandizing Predation

Other-Attunement Rescuing Smothering
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The following four slides..

46

▪ Describe the group climate associated with the primitive function of each mode.

▪ Place the description of each primitive variant next to the description of its corresponding 

mode and deformation

▪ By reading the group climate descriptions of each triad in its entirety, the mode, the 

deformation, and  the primitive variant, we can develop some intuition about how a  work 

group may regress to a primitive group 
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PRIMITIVE STATES
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Creating a code for observing groups
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Each mode entails a triad: the mode itself, its deformation, and its primitive variant. There are, 

therefore, 8X3=24 different states that a work group can occupy.

We can create a coding sheet of easy-to-recall acronyms  and a corresponding sheet for 

marking down observations

We can develop ”scenarios in the mind” of how groups move from one position to another. For 

example, a group can turn primitive by moving from fighting to destroying. Or a group focused on 

rescuing its injured members can turn to smothering them.

But our best recourse is to start by observing groups using our categories. 
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The following slides provide draft coding sheets and an 

observation sheet
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A coding sheet for observing work groups: Part 1
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A coding sheet for observing work groups: Part 2
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An observation sheet
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The observation sheet looks more complicated that it is
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▪ Group dynamics is likely characterized by patterns and regularities. For example, a group may 

cycle within rather than across a triad, or undergo predictable reversals, e.g., from Challenge 

to Consensus, when they remain within a work mode. 

▪ But only observations will confirm or disconfirm this. 
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Some possible next steps
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▪ Review the more detailed spreadsheet of modalities and their deformations

▪ Read Michael Apter’s latest book: His latest is ZigZag: Reversal and Paradox in Human 

Personality

▪ Try using these RT Workgroup categories informally in your everyday work. 

▪ Test these ideas with colleagues. 

▪ Use/revise the proposed coding and observation sheets.

▪ Establish a study group to test an advance this framework.

▪ Report on our observations. 
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