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Changing Society – But How?
A Contribution to a Dynamic

Definition of Intervention 

Abstract

Trying to change society is an ambitious goal. The following paper 
tries to examine this goal from a social scientist’s point of view. The 
focal thesis is that society is capable of changing, and people are ca-
pable of learning. Interventions in society are – generally speaking 
– sensible actions as long as they improve the quality of the relevant 
aspects of life. Enlightenment has been an important theme in 
group dynamics. The question is how to bring enlightenment1, self-
determination, and participation to society. A dynamic tool of inter-
vention is to be applied that apparently consists of social techniques, 
but is, in fact, an idea of enlightenment.

Introduction

How can we develop society in a way that the “welfare of all” is in-
creased? The theme of doing-good is not only found in science; 
many professions are trying to contribute to the development of so-
ciety – teachers, doctors, politicians, businessmen, consultants and 
many more. They have a common goal, but motivation, approach, 
and methods may differ vastly. The thesis of this paper is examined 
from a social science perspective. The question “How do we change 
society for the better?” offers two definitions that should be exam-
ined: society and change. What is to be changed, and how? What 
concepts, theories, and instruments should be used and what legiti-

1 Kant 1977
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mation does the intervening scientist have to influence the various 
areas of society? What effects are promised by the different interven-
tions?

There are many answers to these questions. The following con-
siderations come from a constructivist idea of social philosophy of 
society and especially utilize theories and concepts of group dynam-
ics, due to its explicit claim of causing change2. According to its par-
adigms of learning and research, group dynamics has developed 
participative methods of learning and research and instruments of 
intervention. These social techniques have found their use in vari-
ous practical fields (in research, consultation, organization develop-
ment, and adult education).

On Basic Comprehension of Group Dynamics: 
Instrument of Enlightenment or Social Technique?

Different from classical scientific comprehension of natural scienc-
es, the action-oriented group dynamics research doesn’t keep the 
paradigmatic separation of subject and object, but instead works on 
the nullification of said separation3. Social systems – groups, organi-
zations, networks – are considered to be individual subjects with a 
potential of self-organization, which are capable of changing and 
controlling themselves in the optimal case. The thesis originates in 
action research4 and is still valid; the aspect of participation, espe-
cially,  becomes  increasingly important for social science5.

A practical consequence of this thesis is that research always re-
quires intervention in a social system. Only in this way can you en-
sure the participation of the “subject of research” in the process. 
Besides participation, process-orientation and reflexivity are two im-
portant attributes of comprehension of group dynamics research 
and intervention6. The effective and/or leading motivation for  

2 Huber 1977, Antons/Amann/Clausen/König/Schattenhofer 2004, Krainz 2006
3 Lewin 1951, Schwarz 2007
4 Lewin 1948,  Argyris/Putnam/McLain Smith 1985
5 Hanschitz/Schmidt/Schwarz 2009, Huxham/Dick/Stringer 2009 
6 Lesjak 2009
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social change can be determined like this: intervention in social sys-
tems is meant to increase their capability of reflection and self-or-
ganization.

A certain view on the world and on people is attached to this mo-
tivation, which can be based on two important sources: first, on the 
idea that people, as social beings, are able to organize themselves 
collectively; second, on the idea that they also are able to gain a col-
lective consciousness of themselves and therefore get the opportu-
nity to increase their own capability of action.

The first idea originates in the Aristotelian idea of man, accord-
ing to which he was a “zoon politikon”, a political animal – in other 
words, a being creating communities and states, self-determinative, 
but also political and able to create norms. “Autarchy is the goal and 
the best. It results in … man is a natural eusocial being.”7 As political 
beings, people can make decisions individually and collectively. 
They can secure their existence and additionally increase quality. 
Aristotle terms this quality “Autarchy”: “The term ‘self-sufficient’ is 
not used for the ‘I’ disconnected from all bindings, the life limited 
to itself, but on life interwoven with parents, children, wife, and fur-
thermore friends and fellow citizen …”8. The “interwoven life” is an 
essential criterion that reappeared in applied social sciences of the 
20th century9: The fundamental capability of cooperation of the 
members of a society and/or social system is taken for granted.

The idea of community building is paradigmatic for group dy-
namics; the basic assumption is that people, as social beings, can 
overcome challenges of living together cooperatively10. Kurt Lewin 
has developed these basic ideas and enlightenment motifs for ap-
plied social sciences. He has, among others, reinstituted the princi-
ple of Holism11 by Aristotle, which is known by the quote “the whole 
is more than the sum of its parts”. In his “Field Theory in Social Sci-

7 Aristoteles 2003, p. 49
8 Aristoteles 2003, p. 15
9 This happened  first with Lewins Field Theory, later this concept was influenced by Cyber-
netics and Systems Theory   
10 Bradford/Gibb/Benne 1964
11 Aristoteles 2007
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ence”, which also created a non-instrumental definition of learning 
(learning as a change), and with his invention of “Action Research”12, 
he created the foundation for participative, experience-based re-
search and learning. He focused intensively on the a priori sociality 
of people. “Social research should be one of the top priorities for 
the practical job of improving intergroup relations.”13 This emphasis 
on intergroup relationships has been extended later to the complex-
ity between groups and between organizations in group dynamics14.

The basic sociality of people contains a self-evident phenome-
non: the development of (self-) consciousness. The second idea is 
strongly tied to the idea of enlightenment. “Enlightenment is man’s 
emergence from his self-imposed nonage. Nonage is the inability to 
use one’s own understanding without another’s guidance,” quoted 
Immanuel Kant. He also found the reason for the “self-imposed 
nonage”: “laziness and lack of courage”15. Nonetheless, one should 
try to use “your own understanding”, because “Enlightenment re-
quires nothing but freedom; and the most innocent of all that may 
be called ‘freedom’: freedom to make public use of one’s reason in 
all matters.16” Kant points out an important difference: The “sensi-
ble man” does not effect society when making “use of his own rea-
son” individually. Therefore, he has to do it publicly. But which pub-
lic is meant? In modern terms “public” can be used for any social 
system, as long as discussion and negotiation of given structures (of 
power) is granted (with relevant representatives being present). In 
Kant’s paper on Enlightenment man is a differentiating entity – he 
can differentiate between doing (acting) and thinking (reflecting) 
and/or make use of this difference to – in modern terms – increase 
his capability of self-organization.

This basic understanding of group dynamics is inseparable from 
the motif of Enlightenment. It is simply about bringing (self)En-

12 Lewin 1948
13 ibd., p. 202
14 Lapassade 1972, Dickens/Watkins 1999, Krainz 2006, Schwarz 2007
15 Kant 1977, S. 53
16 ibd., S. 55
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lightenment to social systems.  How can this happen? We have to 
clarify especially 1. what society exactly is and 2. what Enlightenment 
means today in terms of capability of learning.

On 1. Societal Organization and Their Requirements  
Concerning Learning

What is society? How do subsystems behave within it? Social studies 
have created many different terms for our western post-modern so-
ciety: There is, for instance, the fact that individual freedom and 
individual risk lie close together (“risk society”17). There is also a 
general democratic consensus, but the individual has only little po-
litical and/or societal power (“liquid modern”18).  Addtionally, there 
is the fact that our society shows a high degree of structure (“duality 
of structure”19), or the idea that systems are the relevant actors in 
society (“structural coupling”20). These conceptions state that eco-
nomics have a dominant role in our society because of the synergy of 
rational logics and technical advance. You can call that a “systemati-
zation of the ‘model modern times’”21, which describes a social sta-
tus quo with all its attributes: the “particular universalism (subordi-
nation of reality to partial reality)”, the “loss of the outside (exclu-
sion of the opposition)”, the “dominance of an integrated principle 
(production principle)”, the “loss of value of the exceptional”, the 
“uncontrollable change between crisis and technocratic self-compli-
cation22”. This modern model describes universal principles of 
thought and order that take effect and structure society; they have a 
special impact on the logic of function of many social subsystems.

Therefore, you can say that society shows a high degree of or-
ganization; that means it also shows a high degree of differentiation 
and specialization, and, in terms of structure, also a high degree of 
hierarchy. Social subsystems interact with each other or coexist with-

17 Beck 1986
18 Baumann 2007
19 Giddens 1988
20 Luhmann 1984
21 Heintel 2004
22 ibd., S. 9 f
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out any relationship. This confusing condition is often called “high 
complexity”. The higher the complexity, the higher the demand for 
reducing complexity – the question about (self-) control becomes all 
important. How can social systems control themselves and/or how 
can they learn to do that? The key competence to deal with high 
complexity self-organized and creatively has become more and more 
important. There might be many unsatisfied needs of learning in 
society.

An important learning goal of group dynamics is to deal with 
open and complex situations23. A crucial question in this context is: 
How can interventions in social systems (e. g. organizations) work 
out in a way that the participants, especially the concerned parties, 
achieve a desired and recognizable change? The question leads to 
the second aspect of this discussion – the topic of change in social 
systems and methods of learning, which support said change.

On 2. Collective Learning Within a Setting of a Laboratory: 
Learning How to Learn Social Skills and Organizational Learning

What is the methodical meaning of (self-) Enlightenment? How do 
you get it into the subsystems? Which interventions and learning 
techniques are applicable? The above-mentioned group dynamics 
tradition is dedicated to these central questions. Action Research 
and Group Dynamics as methods of research have been developed 
to deal with social problems in society. Lewin received a political as-
signment; to develop ways of dealing with racial conflicts. From his 
research and experiments emerged the learning method for “work 
toward re-education”24 with the goal to train and change social be-
havior (by learning via feedback and learning from own experience) 
to achieve a higher degree of self-determination and capability of 
action in social processes.

An appropriate method of learning is the experience-based 
learning within a laboratory setting25. In such an experimental set-

23 Lackner 2006
24 Benne/Bradford/Lippitt 1964
25 Bradford/Gibb/Benne 1964, Krainz 2005
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ting learning situations are created which require social competenc-
es on one hand, and improve them on the other. A social term of 
learning was established together with this method of learning, 
which – contrary to a technical-rational term of learning – concen-
trated on change of behavior, reflectivity, participation, and self-or-
ganization26. Therefore, learning in a laboratory is completely differ-
ent from learning at school, for instance. The goals are not accumu-
lation of knowledge, but training of behavior and gaining of compe-
tence of intervention.

What Can Group Dynamics Contribute to the Development  
of Society?

Pedagogically-motivated American group dynamics encountered a 
sensitive awareness of problems with authorities in Europe after 
World War II. Therefore, self-determination and heteronomy were 
important, so group dynamics gained an important role as a concep-
tion of Enlightenment. While humanization of the world of work 
was the top priority in the USA27, group dynamics was viewed as a 
counteraction to the alienation of the world of work28. The issue of 
authority became an important factor for group dynamics research. 
Enlightenment or Self-enlightenment took on a crucial socio-politi-
cal meaning and emphasized the emancipation from authorities 
and the development of participative forms of control. Later, in the 
80s and afterward, the claim of Enlightenment became weaker; so-
cial effectiveness became more and more equal to the effectiveness 
of social techniques, which proved their value in different forms of 
application (consultation, organization development, etc.).

The claim of Enlightenment is still valid for the applied social 
studies group dynamics. Their concern aims at the creation of social 
systems and their nomologies; the capability of change and the so-
cial sustainability being secondary topics. The goal is still the in-
crease of individual and collective degree of freedom by an enlight-

26 Argyris 1997
27 Kleiner 2008
28 Schwarz/Heintel/Weyrer/Stattler 1993, König 2001
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ened (self-) consciousness, and social techniques are necessary to 
get there. It is always a challenge to make “power relationships” de-
batable. This orientation turns the focus on the social structure of a 
system, which can’t simply be changed from outside without causing 
harm. This is because social systems are self-reinforcing; they create 
their own constructs of values and norms and align their actions ac-
cordingly. Viewed from the outside, it appears as if these self-rein-
forcing processes aren’t always rational or even “intelligent”29.

Aristotle has already described this self-reinforcement with his 
principle of Holism, and Lewin has discussed the immunity to influ-
ences of social systems in his Field Theory. However, it was System 
Theory that contributed a vital part to the comprehension of the 
social systems’ own nomologies. Luhmann points at two contradict-
ing forms of rationality: social systems adhere to a self-determined 
functional logic and a system logic sustains the system30. Cybernetics 
points out that social systems are no “trivial machines”31 and there-
fore interventions can’t be designed like technical-mechanical op-
erations – the probability of success of an intervention is small at 
best32.

The challenge is to approach systems by research and/or super-
vision in a way that an intervention can be applied and is sustainable. 
The difference between social systems and the requirement of dif-
ferent methods of intervention has to be considered. The most im-
portant difference exists between the organization and the group, 
both being social systems, but with completely different logics of ac-
tion33. It is known from group dynamics research that a certain qual-
ity of (self-) reflection can be found in groups, but not in organiza-
tions. Groups are, other than organizations, “collective subjects”34; 
they can refer reflection to a graspable social body. Within organiza-
tions, this body – the “self” of reflection – is too vast, too multilevel, 

29 Simon 2009
30 Luhmann 1999
31 Förster 1993
32 Willke 2007
33 Schwarz 2007
34 Heintel 2006
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and too complex, and therefore has to be limited to become suscep-
tible to interventions.

In summary, the mentioned concepts of society and change are 
paradigmatic for group dynamics. Their definition of intervention 
refers to non-trivial systems, which can be called a non-trivial or dy-
namic definition of intervention, and shows the following attributes:
•	 process-oriented
•	 reflective
•	 participative
•	 emancipatory
These attributes also describe the disposition in transdisciplinary re-
search, as well as process-oriented concepts of consultation.

The dynamic definition of intervention displays its functionality 
in 4 dimensions:

Self-observation: A system develops blind spots, paradoxes, and an-
tagonisms, which it can’t perceive according to Luhmann35. It is all 
about making the system “see”, to strengthen the capability of criti-
cal self-observation, with the goal to uncover blind spots, paradoxes, 
and antagonisms.

Self-description: Observation by itself is not enough; a process of a 
common language to word these observations is necessary. Only 
then can a common self-image and a common and shared conscious-
ness for problems develop.

Self-reflection: Common observation results, ideally, in a profound 
diagnosis of the situation, which can be evaluated and interpreted 
by all participants. Reflectivity is developing together with this self-
diagnosis, if an analysis and a recognition of a “self-reference”36 is 
possible. Social systems are capable of self-observation, but not of 
self-reflection. Reflection in this case means a divided consciousness 

35 Luhmann 1984
36 ibd.
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of oneself in the terms of a differentiation to the dominant self-ref-
erence37. Only a qualitative differentiation, by changing the pattern 
in the strategy of self-observation, offers new options of action and/
or solutions.

Self-organization: Reflectivity shows no effect if no action follows 
suit. A divided self-image including a common problem definition, 
as well as the design of various options of action, improves the com-
petence of troubleshooting. In other words, self-enlightenment 
leads to self-determination, if the participants are empowered to 
generate new patterns of action for relevant problems.

The dynamic definition of intervention aims at reflectivity. This 
means, in practical terms, that after an intervention the self-image 
and/or the current strategies of problem solving are different than 
before. Additionally, such a change of perspectives creates new pos-
sibilities of development and/or new forms of self-organization.

There are two applicable scenarios that unfold for group dynam-
ics. First, there are interventions in groups and organizations – which 
can have different forms and designs (team development, project 
management, organization development, process-orientated and/
or systematic consultation, development consultation, change man-
agement); also there are custom-fit concepts of intervention for spe-
cial fields of application (mediation, school development, consulta-
tion and organization development for special sectors, like the pub-
lic sector, etc.). Second, there are learning settings for the develop-
ment of social competences (action learning and/or organizational 
learning in programs of education and further education, behavior-
based trainings, sensitivity trainings, etc.). Such learning offers are 
scarcely available; to enforce them at universities and schools, but 
also in economy and other social sectors, will be a future challenge.

In the light of more and more multilevel and complex problems 
in organizations, institutions, as well as on political level, dynamic 
forms of intervention seem to become increasingly important. Old 

37 Heintel 2006
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hierarchies are crumbling; new forms of management and organiza-
tion are required. It is often about being able to act creatively and 
self-organized in an unstructured situation. This also means that in-
tensified action learning on a collective level is required to compen-
sate the deficient hierarchic structures. Therefore, self-organization 
is not only a postulate of emancipation, but a compulsive necessity in 
the face of an ephemeral, post-modern society fraught with risk.
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This was 
a pleasure – it was my  

pleasure. It seems to be the nature of a 
dialog that there is no end; it is a living system that 
can be continued from each point. We started our 

conversation in Helsinki on a beautiful summer day sitting 
on a stone at the seaside, gazing at the horizon, and contin-
ued it via Skype and e-mail in Irvine (US) and Vienna (EU) 

and in virtual space.
And now we invite you – the readers of this dialog 

– to join us on this journal’s website:
www.cos-journal.com
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