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Abstract
This article in the journal Gruppe. Interaktion. Organization (GIO) deals with the application of the theory of functional
psycho-dynamic positions by Raoul Schindler on problem-solving groups. Until now, there has been no empirical research
substantiating this model and the emergence of the group positions. To do so, the relationship between the functional group
positions and members’ contact behavior was examined with a sociometrical approach. A study with 138 participants
from 22 groups was conducted. The results clearly confirm the model and show typical contact behavior patterns for each
group position. Finally, types of informal group structures were compared in regards to group performance and practical
applications for agile teams and shared leadership.

Keywords Group dynamics · Group positions · Group roles · Contact behavior · Sociometrics · Agile teams · Shared
leadership

1 Functional Group Positions and Contact
Behavior in Problem-Solving Groups
Due to the recent development of new work and agile organizations a renaissance of teamwork and group dynamics
can be observed in science and practice (Bachmann 2019a;
Königswieser et al. 2013; Kozlowski and Bell 2003; Rapp
et al. 2016; Schermuly 2019). Agile teams i.e. scrum teams
(Rising and Janoff 2000), such as circles in holacratic organizations (Robertson 2015), are based on an individual’s
self-organization within often continually changing team
constellations (Mathieu et al. 2019). As a result of these ongoing underlying group development processes (Tuckman
1965; Wheelan 2009), group members have to constantly
negotiate their positions within the informal structure of the
group. Each individual needs to find and define their role
by negotiating directly or non-directly with the other members (Schindler 1957). Conflicts may arise during these processes, potentially creating a negative dynamic, especially
when there is a lack of conflict management competen Dipl.-Psych., PD Dr. rer. nat Thomas Bachmann
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cies within the group members, poor process moderation,
no support from competent leaders or (agile-)coaches, or
when the group is embedded in fuzzy or insufficient organizational structures or processes (Janz et al. 1997). The
concept of shared leadership is often propagated in this context (Carson et al. 2007; D’Innocenzo et al. 2016; Moe et al.
2009). In contrast to distributed leadership (Barry 1991),
shared leadership is a more informal and dynamic process.
Shared leadership “originates with individual members of
a team engaging in activities that influence the team and
other team members in areas related to direction, motivation and support” (Carson et al. 2007, pp. 1218–1219). Moe
et al. (2009, p. 3) wrote: “Leadership is rotated to the person with the key knowledge, skills, and abilities for the
particular issues facing the team at any given moment”. In
the following article we will apply an innovative interdisciplinary approach, which is both theoretical and empirical,
to bridge the gap between the ideas of shared leadership
and a work team’s underlying group dynamics.
Group dynamics now looks back on a tradition that has
lasted more than 70 years. The ideas, experiments, and theories of Kurt Lewin (1890–1947), which he developed at
MIT in his Research Center of Group Dynamics (Lewin
1945), are the most well-known in this field. Those seen as
the “fathers” of group dynamics include Jacob Levi Moreno
(1889–1974), the inventor of psychodrama and sociometry
(Moreno 2012), as well as the Austrian, Raoul Schindler
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Fig. 1 The group dynamic space—GDS (Amann 2009; Yalom 1995)

Fig. 2 The functional psycho-dynamic group position (FPGP)-Model
adapted from Schindler (1957)

(1923–2014), with his psycho-dynamic rank position model
for groups (Schindler 1957).

will proceed and who is to follow. The concept of shared
leadership in the context of new work is very close to this
group dynamic dimension, since leadership occurs in the
group whenever there is someone who has the best ideas
or competencies for a given problem or situation (Carson
et al. 2007; D’Innocenzo et al. 2016; Moe et al. 2009).
The second dimension refers to alignment. In this case,
conflicts occur when the system boundaries are not clearly
defined. Who belongs and who does not? Who is committed, and with which goals? Is everyone going to be involved,
or are some just along for the ride? Who is also a member
of other rival groups? Many teams in organizations have
to deal with conflicts in this dimension. Particularly in of
modern organizations and highly varied structures, it is not
always clear who belongs where, especially when individuals are a part of multiple teams. However, if a group is to
act properly, a clear system boundary represented by a common understanding and team goals is important for the development of internal qualities such as closeness, a sense
of commitment, contact, cohesion, and ultimately, common
values. If this is not the case, team members feel irritated
by each other, which negatively impacts their relationships
and feelings of affiliation.
The third dimension is called intimacy. Conflicts on this
dimension occur primarily around the regulation of closeness and distance between group members. Examples of
questions asked for this dimension are: Is everyone’s personal involvement in the group process equally intense?
Is everyone opening up appropriately to the group’s purpose—particularly with regard to the sharing of feelings?
Have all group members built up an equally strong feeling
of closeness with each other? Differences, such as when two
group members are close to each other but keep their distance from the other members, unavoidably leads to tension
within the group, since an additional relationship context is
immediately presumed. The result of appropriate intimacy
is trust or psychological safety (Edmondson and Lei 2014;

2 The group dynamic space
A first deep immersion into the inner processes of a group
can be made through the group dynamic space model (GDS;
Amann 2009; Yalom 1995). GDS describes three fundamental dimensions along which groups typically develop
conflicts over the course of their development. The conflict
dimensions are hierarchy (i.e. power), affiliation, and intimacy. Yalom (1995, pp. 302) describes them as “top or
bottom”, “in or out”, and “near or far” conflicts. The model
postulates that all group dynamic conflicts can be assigned
to at least one of these three dimensions. So far, there is no
empirical evidence for this model. It is mainly used in the
context of practical group dynamic trainings (Fig. 1).
The hierarchy dimension describes the phenomenon
whereby members of a group move from what was until then a symmetric non-hierarchical position among the
others into an asymmetric hierarchical position, through
initiatives, ideas, or suggestions. Here the crucial questions
are: Who will prevail? What is being done? Who is being followed? Who leads and represents the group? Who
has influence on the group? Who will shape the common
standards and values? And as a result: Who has a higher
status than other group members? Groups are, with regard
to this dimension, extremely sensitive to permanent asymmetrization and attempt to re-symmetrize after a certain
time (Königswieser et al. 2013). The group members permit asymmetrization for as long as they think it is useful for
the group. Conflicts in groups in regards to which direction
to take, goals, approaches, evaluation of a particular matter
etc., are therefore often an expression of an inner process
of hierarchy and power formation in which it needs to be
decided who (at least for a time) gets to say how the group
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Meyer et al. 2018; Schein and Bennis 1965), which means
that the group members feel safe enough to take personal
risk by voicing different opinions or points of view.

3 The Schindler-Model
When one continues along this line of thought, the GDSModel assumes an internal hierarchy which emerges in
the group through interaction processes. Schindler’s model
(Schindler 1957) of functional psycho-dynamic group positions (FPGP-Model) becomes helpful at this point. He
assumes that in order to fulfill a task or to fend off a threat,
a group needs to internally develop a functional structure
which makes it possible for goals to be pursued, actions to
arise, and for as many group members as possible to have
the same understanding of the task (which Schindler calls
the “other party” or “the counterpart” (in German: “Das
Gegenüber”). Within this structure group members occupy
certain positions. The term position is important as it signifies that a person can leave it, like a position on a playing
field. Hence, what is being spoken of here are not the roles,
nor the personality types described by this model, but instead the functions which characterize a group internally
(Fig. 2).
The first and the highest hierarchical functional position
is Alpha. The person who assumes this position, or is assigned this position, takes over the task of leading the group
towards a goal and of managing the handling of the other
party. In doing so, Alpha acts in an externally oriented manner and depends on the group members who follow and
support him or her. In addition, Alpha defines the image
of the other party. The group sees the other party equally
through Alpha, i.e. the reality construct of the group system is heavily influenced by the alpha position. The other
members trust Alpha and accept his or her strong influence
on group decisions.
The beta position is occupied by the expert who assists
and supports Alpha. He or she is more internally focused
on the group than Alpha. As a result, there is often an
ambivalent relationship between the two; Alpha needs Beta
in order to lead, and Beta needs Alpha in order to partake in
the power (to lead), however his or her influence on group
decisions is non-directive.
The actual work is done by the group members in the
gamma positions who identify with Alpha and share the Alpha’s view of the other party. The Gammas have no specific
role patterns, they cooperate to get the work done, each of
them with his or her own competencies and capabilities.
The fourth and particularly interesting position is that of
the Omega. Here it is important not to confuse it with the
term used in biology, in which omega describes the individual with the lowest rank (Schjelderup-Ebbe 1922). Rather,
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Omega is the position opposite Alpha, which therefore has
a significantly different view of the other party, the task, or
the goal. The gamma positions experience this as a threat,
as it disrupts their identification with Alpha. Simultaneously, Omega is also seen as a threat by Alpha and Beta,
as he or she calls their leadership position into question.
Thus, Omega is often stigmatized as a disruptive factor or
a toxic team member and an attempt is often made to exclude him or her. This is because, in the words of Luhmann
(1985), this person disrupts the established communication
patterns through re-entry, which means they say what is
not allowed to be said in the group. The behavior of the
omega position and how the group deals with them is indicative of the reflexive capabilities of a group with regard
to reaching its goal, of how it handles varying points of
view, of its cohesiveness, and of how power is concentrated
within in the group. Hence, Omega is to be seen as corrective of Alpha, and simultaneously an indicator for the state
of the overall system (Schindler 1957). In systemic family therapy, such positions are called the “index patient” or
the “symptom owner” (von Schlippe und Schweitzer 2013).
The efficacy and development of a group depends significantly on how constructively the conflict between Alpha
and Omega is handled. Should Omega become too strong,
Alpha runs the risk of losing their position; should Alpha
become too strong, there is no longer a corrective position
in the group, and there is a threat of stagnation (Schindler
1957). At this point it is useful to differentiate the omega
position into two types: the active and the passive omega
position. Opposite to the active omega position, the passive
omega is characterized by an outside or outcast behavior induced by the other group members. In both cases the omega
positions are associated with irritation by the other group
members, the active omega has influence, and the passive
does not.
This functional model of group positions should not be
taken for a model of group or team roles—even when there
are some superficial similarities. Most of the well-known
models refer to work teams and have a more formal character which results from a team’s professional goal and
task orientation Ancona and Caldwell (1992), Bales (1950),
Barry (1991), Belbin (1993), Benne and Sheats, (1948),
DuBrin (1995), McCann and Margerison (1995), Parker
(1996) or Mumford et al. (2008). For a detailed overview
see Caughlin (2010). “The term role is a set of expectations which group members share concerning the behavior of a person ...” (Hare 1976, p. 131). The positions in
Schindler’s model emerge situationally, depending on the
counterpart of the group which results from informal processes, and represent essential system functions. Therefore,
it is a dynamic process model. They must be seen as more
general and fundamental, comparable to the AGIL-Scheme
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Fig. 3 Forms of contact

functions outlined by Parsons (1961), and they must emerge
if a group is to take action (Bachmann 2017).
In the context of agile work, it is crucial for leaders
and coaches to analyze the team members’ positions to
better understand conflicts and other patterns by asking:
(1) Who holds the informal alpha position? (2) What is
the other party? Me, the team leader, or the threat which
has triggered the current process of change in the team?
(3) Who shares which views with whom in the team? Who
supports Alpha? (4) How can I improve collaboration with
Alpha, and in doing so obtain better access to the team?
(5) Which issues does the omega position address? (6) Are
there perhaps unclear structures, unresolved task sections
or goal conflicts being addressed here which I, as a person
in a leadership position, would need to deal with? These
and many other practical questions can be addressed and
answered with the FPGP-Model by Schindler (1957).

4 Forms of contact
The prediction of behavior (B) by personality traits is a long
runner in psychology from the early beginning up to now.
Therefore, recent research focusses more on the interaction
of person (P) and situation (S), B = f(P,S) as Lewin (1951)
already pointed out (see for example Fleeson 2001, 2007;
Rauthmann 2012, 2013; Ziegler 2014; Ziegler et al. 2014).
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Regarding informal roles in groups, no or only small correlations could be found (for example Stewart et al. 2005;
Caughlin 2010). Furthermore, Mathieu et al. (2019) showed
in a review of meta-analyses that the Big Five personality
traits (Costa and McCrae 1985) had only a small influence,
if any, on team effectiveness.
For this reason, we choose an entirely different approach
with origins in Gestalt therapy (Perls et al. 1951). We postulate that the informal functional structure of a group is
a result of the group members’ interactions and these interactions are mostly characterized by the communication
style, and how it is perceived by the other members of the
group. From a Gestalt therapy perspective, an individual’s
interaction with others is characterized by their contact behavior (Bachmann 2019b, 2021; Perls et al. 1962; Wheeler
1998). There are four main forms of behavior which occur
during the contact process. It is their function to control
and to regulate the contact process of the self with its environment, for example, in conversations with others, in relationships, within a group, a team, or a family. The forms
can be arranged within a system of two coordinating dimensions: active—passive and self-orientated—externallyoriented (Fig. 3). As a result of the contact process, the
novelty, e.g. something to eat, feel, hear, learn, understand,
etc. will either be assimilated and become a part of the self,
or it will be rejected. The whole process is driven by the
individuals’ needs which can be defined as poor states on
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a biological, psychical, or social system level e.g. hunger,
affection, or affiliation. The goal of the contact process is
it to compensate for these poor states and to fulfill needs in
a given moment.
The four contact styles are confluency, projection,
retroflection, and egotism. To take a step away from connotations bound to psychotherapy, we suggest naming them
more neutrally—the confluent, the intentional, the retroflexive, and the normative form of contact (Bachmann 2019,
2021).
The main function of the confluent form of contact is to
adapt the self to the environment, (i.e. to the other members
of the group). The needs of the self are rejected, and in their
place the others’ requests are regarded and adopted. This
form allows for weak contact only since the individual’s
needs are being neglected. The confluent form has a positive image within social contexts because it is characterized
by positive emotions, confirmation and support of others,
approachability, and open mindedness (Bachmann 2019).
Furthermore, it helps in building connections with others.
This form of contact corresponds to the system function
adaption in Talcott Parsons AGIL-Model (Parsons 1961).
The function of the intentional form of contact is to generate and attain goals by making projections of the desired
state of need fulfillment. When people are acting in this
form they are focused, energetic, and single-minded, but
are also found to be assuming or encroaching to others.
This contact form, like the three others too, has positive
and negative aspects e.g. it can cause irritation in the social context. The intentional form corresponds to the system function goal attainment in the AGIL-Model (Parsons
1961).
The retroflexive form’s function is to inhibit impulses and
affects. In this mode, people act shy and modest, suppress
negative emotions like anger and fury, but also positive
emotions like joy and pleasure. The typical behavior is nonacting, and to such a degree that the acting impulses stay
inside the self and absorb psychic energy. This form of
contact corresponds to the system function integration in
the AGIL-Model (Parsons 1961). This contact form also
only allows for weak contact and may cause irritation in
social relationships.
The normative form protects the self from uncontrolled
changes through the assimilation of the novelty. In this
mode people take control in a social interaction by setting the norm of what is right or wrong. They act factually
and impersonally, criticize, and evaluate others, and behave
from a distant position. It is also typical for the normative
form to show coolness and not to show surprise. This contact form is typical in contexts where people must protect
themselves from being publicly hurt by others. It corresponds to the system function latent structure maintenance
in the AGIL-Model (Parsons 1961). The normative form

135

can evoke trust but also irritation, depending on the way
the person is using his or her influence or power in a given
social situation.
At the beginning of Gestalt therapy, the contact styles
were understood as contact interruptions, because from
a more radical point of view, they prevent real contact.
A recent perspective understands them as functions for
regulating contact in a given situation (Wheeler 2013),
depending on the context, the others, the needs, the personality, and the social expectations (Bachmann 2019,
Bachmann 2022).

5 Purpose of the present study
The goal of the following study is to investigate the relationship between the FPGP-Model (Schindler 1957) and
the group members’ forms of contact (Bachmann 2019) in
problem-solving groups to gain more insights how an informal structure in a group occurs and how this structure influences the groups problem solving performance. Therefore,
an approach must be found for identifying the individuals’
informal positions. For this purpose, sociometric analysis
(Hale 2009; Moreno 2012) will be used based on the dimensions of the GDS: hierarchy, affiliation, and intimacy
(Amann 2009; Yalom 1995). According to this, the study
may find answers to the following questions:
1. Is there empirical evidence for the existence of the group
positions assumed by the FPGP-Model, and are all of
these positions verifiable in every group?
2. Do the individuals in each of the positions show a typical
contact style?
3. Is there a correlation between problem-solving performance and the patterns of the FPGP’s?
The theoretical framework allows for the following hypotheses to be tested in an empirical study with problem
solving groups.
1.

1.1.
1.2.
1.3.

1.4.

There are four main types of informal group positions which can be clearly distinguished along the
dimensions of the GDS.
The alpha position is characterized by high scores on
influence and trust, and low scores on irritation.
The beta position is characterized by high scores on
trust, but low scores on influence and irritation.
The gamma position is characterized by low or
medium scores on the three dimensions. There is
no distinct pattern.
The omega position can be divided into two subfunctions namely active omega and passive omega.
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations for GDS-variables
Variables

n

M

SD

1

2

3

1. Influence
2. Trust
3. Irritation

139
139
139

0.51
0.51
0.49

0.33
0.26
0.49

–
–0.11
0.26**

–
–
–0.54**

–
–
–

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Table 2 Cluster Means and Standard derivations of the GDS-variables, and ANOVA results
Variable
Cluster
Influence
Trust
Irritation
Cluster
Influence
Trust
Irritation
Cluster
Influence
Trust
Irritation
Cluster
Influence
Trust
Irritation

Clusters
M
SD

M

2
0.37
0.78
0.22
2
0.37
0.78
0.22
2.1
0.12
0.84
0.20
2.1
0.12
0.84
0.20

1
0.56
0.39
0.61
1.1
0.36
0.34
0.58
2.2
0.64
0.73
0.24
2.2
0.64
0.73
0.24

0.30
0.17
0.19
0.30
0.17
0.19
0.14
0.11
0.21
0.14
0.12
0.21

SD
0.33
0.30
0.22
0.22
0.19
0.21
0.15
0.20
0.24
0.15
0.20
0.16

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

–
–
–
–
1.2
0.93
0.47
0.65
1.1
0.36
0.34
0.58
1.2
0.93
0.47
0.65

–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
1.2
0.93
0.47
0.65
1.1.1
0.15
0.39
0.43

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
1.1.2
0.49
0.31
0.68

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

0.09
0.20
0.23
0.22
0.19
0.21
0.09
0.20
0.23

0.09
0.47
0.65
0.10
0.17
0.15

0.17
0.31
0.18

ANOVA
F ratio

Df

η2

–
10.02**
117.84**
97.69**
–
83.11**
67.43**
50.39**
–
122.50**
46.87**
33.58**
–
173.89**
36.15**
36.25**

–
1136
1136
1136
–
2135
2135
2135
–
3134
3134
3134
–
4133
4133
4133

–
0.07
0.46
0.42
–
0.55
0.50
0.43
–
0.73
0.51
0.43
–
0.84
0.52
0.52

The order of the clusters in the table corresponds with the dendrogram in Fig. 4
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

1.4.1. The active omega position is characterized by high
scores on influence and irritation, but low scores on
trust.
1.4.2. The passive omega position is characterized by high
scores in irritation, and low scores on influence and
trust.
2.
There are typical relationships between the group positions and the individual contact style.
2.1. Confluent and intentional forms are typical for the
alpha position.
2.2. Confluent and retroflexive forms are typical for the
beta position.
2.3. The confluent form is typical for the gamma positions.
2.4. Intentional and normative forms are typical for the
active omega position.
2.5. The retroflexive form is typical for the passive omega
position.
3.
Groups in earlier stages of development, when not all
positions are occupied, are more flexible, agile, and
more divers in opinions which leads to better results
in complex group tasks.
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Not all of the hypotheses can be derived from the implications of the theoretical models, but rather from many
years of empirical observations in which the author of this
article surveyed groups in self lead training courses. The
survey instruments are described in the following section.

6 Method
6.1 Sample
The data collection was realized in a T-Group setting
(Lewin 1945) within an additional occupational coach
training program. The mean age of the 147 participants
was 40.14 years, 70.10% were female and 29.90% male.
All participants had graduated from college or university.
The mean group size was 6.84 with a range from 4 to 9.
There were a total of 22 groups.

6.2 Design
The groups started the first day of training with two sessions
of 90 min each. In the first session the group’s task was to
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Fig. 4 Hierarchical cluster analysis of the sociogram data
(Ward-Method)

get familiar with each other and to warm up for the second
session where they had to solve the following classic group
cooperation task: After a plane crash in the desert, rank
15 unharmed objects, from most to least important, which
would give the group a maximum chance of survival. The
group’s solution could then be compared with an expert
solution based on rank differences. These differences can
be used as indicators for the group’s performance.

6.3 Instruments
After three more 60-minute sessions the next day, in which
they reflected on the group process, a sociometric analyses
was conducted by the trainer in each group. The group reflection consisted of a task in which each group member
was to select a card, from nine colored cards, which best
described each group member. They were given 5 min to
prepare and then were asked to give the cards to the respective group members. There were three red cards for the
dimension influence (“you are someone who has influence
on the group decisions”), three green cards for trust (“you
are someone I trust in this group”), and three yellow cards
for irritation (“you are someone who irritates me sometimes, e.g. someone who it is not easy for me to understand
or relate to”). They were instructed to give all 9 cards to
the others, but not more than one from the same color to
the same person. For the data analysis, the number of cards
for each dimension were used, corrected by the maximum
number of cards an individual could get in his or her group.
As a result, a coefficient for each dimension was computed
with values between 0 and 1.
The contact functions were measured by self and external
assessment during training. To do so a standardized questionnaire developed in a former study (Bachmann 2019b)
was used. The items and scale parameters can be seen in the

Appendix. There were four experienced trainers who conducted the program. They were instructed by the author to
perform the external assessment. Due to numerous restrictions on time, didactical structure, and the methodology of
the coach training program, each individual was only rated
by one trainer. For that reason, no inter-rater correlation
could be calculated, a disadvantage of this study which was
conducted in an applied, not a primary, research context.
For the data analyses IBM SPSS Statistics 22 was used.
The α-level was set to 5%.

7 Results
7.1 FPGP-Model
The relationships between the three dimensions of the GDS
were investigated by correlation analysis. The coefficients
show a small positive correlation between influence and
irritation and a strong negative correlation between trust
and irritation. There is no significant correlation between
trust and influence (Table 1).
In the next step, a hierarchical cluster analysis with the
dimensions of the GDS was conducted using the WardMethod with the goal of determining the number of clusters in the data. The distance matrix was computed by using
the squared Euclidian distance. As shown in Fig. 4, there
were two main clusters with two second order clusters each.
The scores for the dimensions of the GDS for the cluster
solutions are shown in Table 2. Already a first significant
result of this analysis can be pointed out; namely, the dimension of intimacy, represented by the question on trust,
which out of the main clusters has the greatest difference
in scores between Cluster 1 (N = 97) and Cluster 2 (N = 41).
The dimension irritation shows a smaller effect, the effect
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Fig. 5 Final cluster centers after 6 iterations with the sociogram data
of the GDS. Note. Error bars show standard errors

of influence is also significant but small. On next level, the
dimension of power has the most impact, represented by the
question on influence. This leads to a split of Cluster 1 into
Cluster 1.1 (N = 62) and Cluster 1.2 (N = 35). In the next step
Cluster 2 is split into Cluster 2.1 (N = 21) and Cluster 2.2
(N = 20) also by the impact of the influence dimension. The
same happens on the last level where Cluster 1.1 split into
Cluster 1.1.1 (N = 24) into Cluster 1.1.2 (N = 38) (Fig. 4).
Regarding Schindler’s model in the Four-Cluster-Solution, Cluster 2 can be interpreted as the alpha position and
Cluster 3 as the beta position. Both score high on the dimension of trust and low on irritation, whereas Alpha also

scores high on the dimension of influence. Cluster 4 can
be seen as the omega position because of high values on
influence and irritation and lower scores on trust. Cluster 1
represents the gamma position with mostly medium scores.
An additional Five-Cluster-Solution is shown in Table 2.
On this level, the gamma-cluster (Cluster 1) is split into
Cluster 1.1 and 1.4 which can be interpreted as the passive
omega position. This cluster is characterized by low influence and medium trust and irritation. The results of the
Ward-cluster analysis support hypotheses 1 to 1.4.
In the next step a k-means cluster analysis was performed. Thereby, the patterns of the five clusters from the
Ward-solution were used as initial cluster centers. According to the hypotheses on the patterns of group positions on
the three dimensions, the initial values were transformed
into bipolar scales from 0 to 1 with a center point of
0.5. The initial cluster centers for the three dimensions
influence, trust, and irritation were α(1, 1, 0), β(0, 1, 0),
γ(0.5, 0.5, 0.5), active(1, 0, 1), and passive(0, 0, 1). The
results are shown in Fig. 5.
Table 3 shows the ANOVA results of the quick cluster
procedure. The data show that the largest differences in
mean values between clusters exist on the dimension influence. The dimensions trust and irritation differentiate the
clusters much less, but the results are similar to the hierarchical cluster analysis. The difference between the two
cluster methods is that the k-means cluster show clearer
and more concise characterization of the group types. In
sum, the results support the hypotheses 1 to 1.4.

Table 3 Cluster means and standard derivation of the sociogram data and ANOVA results
Variable

Influence
Trust
Irritation

α
N = 17
M
0.81
0.78
0.28

SD

β
N = 34
M

0.19
0.78
0.28

0.13
0.71
0.26

SD

γ
N = 29
M

0.13
0.22
0.20

0.52
0.49
0.45

SD

Ωactive
N = 36
M

0.10
0.14
0.15

0.88
0.38
0.71

SD

Ωpassive
N = 22
M

SD

F ratio

Df

η2

0.13
0.20
0.20

0.25
0.21
0.73

0.16
0.14
0.18

167.13**
39.11**
37.13**

4133
4133
4133

0.83
0.54
0.53

ANOVA

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Table 4 K-means cluster centers (z-values) and standard derivation of the contact forms and ANOVA results
α
N = 16
M

SD

β
N = 28
M

Confluent

0.22

0.73

Intentional

0.27

Retroflexive
Normative

Variable

SD

γ
N = 21
M

0.02

0.73

0.46

–0.21

–0.45

0.50

–0.10

0.74

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

K

SD

Ωactive
N = 29
M

SD

Ωpassive
N = 18
M

SD

F ratio

Df

η2

0.27

0.80

–0.22

0.95

–0.25

0.80

1.81

0.06

0.65

0.34

0.77.85

–0.31

0.74

4.38**

0.86

–0.32

0.83

0.44

0.62

6.05**

0.56

0.41

–

0.14

0.57

5.06**

4, 107,
111
4, 107,
111
4, 107,
111
4, 107,
111

0.67

–0.19

,40

0.80

–0.35

0.71

–0.05
–0.25
–

ANOVA

0.14
0.18
0.16
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Fig. 6 Alpha position and forms of contact means (z-values)

Fig. 9 Active omega position and forms of contact means (z-values)

Fig. 7 Beta position and forms of contact means (z-values)

Fig. 10 Passive omega position and forms of contact means (z-values)

Fig. 8 Gamma position and forms of contact means (z-values)

retroflexive and the normative form. Individuals in the Beta
position show strong retroflexive behavior and a slight confluent behavior. The gamma position is marked by confluent
behavior and a low value on the other contact forms. Active Omega differs entirely from the other positions. It is
characterized by strong intentional and normative behavior
and low values in terms of the confluent and the retroflexive forms. The passive Omega position shows high values
for the retroflexive and medium values for the normative
form, whereby the confluent and the intentional form show
low values. These results essentially support hypotheses 2
to 2.5.

7.2 Contact forms

7.3 Problem solving performance

In this section the relationship between contact forms and
group position were analyzed. The ANOVA shows significant differences for the intentional, retroflexive and normative contact forms. For the confluent contact form, no
significant differences in means between the group position
could be detected (Table 4).
The spider charts in Fig. 6, 7, 8, 9 und 10 concisely
depicts the individuals’ contact forms in relation to the different group positions. The alpha position is characterized
by the confluent and the intentional form but not by the

In order to thoroughly answer research question 1, the
groups were analyzed with regard to the frequency of the
group positions. Table 5 shows the cast of the group positions for each group. The results show that not all of
the group positions are equally filled. There are only a few
groups which are close to a model conform cast. This means
that every primary position is occupied by only one individual (e.g. groups 12 to 15). The general pattern is that if the
alpha position is occupied than there are fewer Betas and
active Omegas and more passive Omegas and vice versa.
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Table 5 Number of individuals on the group positions for each group
Group Number

Group positions
α
β
γ

Ωactive

Ωpassive

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
3
3

2
2
2
2
3
1
0
3
3
2
3
2
2
2
1
2
1
1
2
0
0

0
1
1
2
1
0
2
0
0
0
0
1
1
2
2
0
1
1
2
2
3

1
1
1
1
2
2
2
3
3
3
4
1
1
1
1
2
0
2
2
0
1

1
1
2
2
1
3
4
1
1
3
0
0
1
1
2
2
1
1
1
1
0

The results in Table 6 show different tendencies in the
distribution of functional group positions. In the groups
with better results (upper half), fewer alpha positions were
occupied, more beta and active omega, and fewer passive
omega. In the groups in the lower half, more alpha positions were occupied, fewer beta and active omega, and more
passive omega positions. This leads to the assumption that
groups are more successful in the cooperative and complex
task used here before they have formed a stable informal
structure. For a good task solution, it seems to be more
important that there are differing opinions, ideas, conflicts
and contradictions in the group (Alpha-Omega conflict), but
also several persons who ensure trust and cohesion in the
group (Beta) and altogether fewer passive members (passive Omega). Due to the small sample size, these results
are unfortunately not significant (Χ2 df = 6.82; p = 0.14) but
can be included in the discussion of results as an obvious
trend.

8 Discussion

If there is no Alpha than there are more Betas and active
Omegas. An obvious interpretation of these results would
be that the two clusters of groups are at different stages of
development. Some groups are still in the storming phase
(according to Tuckman 1965), whereas in others, all positions have already been occupied and have thus developed
an informal structure and are subsequently in the norming
or performing phase.
In the last step of data analysis, the groups were split by
the median of the performance indicator. To compare the
groups’ solutions with the experts’ solution, the sums of the
15 ranked differences were calculated. A perfect fit would
be indicated by the value 0, the greatest difference by the
value 112. Because of missing data, only 17 groups could
be investigated in this analysis. The mean of the rank differences in the upper half was M = 44.42 (SD = 4.70), whereas
the mean of the lower half was M = 58.13 (SD = 4.89). Table 6 shows the number of individuals in each group position by median-split.

In the presented study, four theoretical approaches from
group and interaction research were examined and related
to each other: the FPGP-Model by Schindler (1957), the
GDS (Amann 2009; Yalom 1995), and forms of contact (Bachmann 2019) based on a sociometric analysis
(Moreno 2012). The aim was to obtain empirical evidence
of Schindler’s model and to describe, on the one hand,
how group members are perceived in their positions by the
group, and on the other hand, which contact behavior is
typical for the respective functional position in the group.
The results can be seen as strong evidence for the
Schindler-Model (1957). Despite the popularity of the
model, especially in German speaking countries, the author
is not aware of any empirical studies on it. This may be due
to the difficult operationalization of the group positions and
the superficial similarity to models from behavioral biology
(e.g. Schjelderup-Ebbe 1922).
The group positions found in this study by the cluster
analyses deviate in part from Schindler’s descriptions. Especially the beta position, which is described by Schindler
as an expert position, but here it mainly presents itself as
a position of trust. The fifth position, passive omega, is
not mentioned by Schindler at all. According to the results

Table 6 Number of individuals on the group positions for each group median-split by performance
Median-split groups
Group positions
Upper half (8 groups)
Lower half (9 groups)
Sum

K

α

β

γ

Ωactive

Ωpassive

Σ

6
10
16

17
11
28

11
10
21

19
10
19

6
12
18

59
53
112
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of the present study, it can be understood as an outsider
position. The most important aspect of Schindler’s model
is that he considers the group positions functionally. It is
about an internal differentiation of the group that emerges in
the course of group development depending on the counterpart, so that the group can act in a coordinated manner and
achieve goals. The model should therefore not be confused
with typologies, personality, or evolution biology models.
The behavior of the group members that comes to light
in the process of building an informal structure within the
group can be described by different and typical forms of
contact (Bachmann 2019b, 2021). According to this, shared
leadership is not limited to a single person, e.g. those in
the alpha position, but is rather the result of interaction
processes characterized by mutual trust, empowerment, and
support, but also by differentiation and conflict. The results
of this study lead to a revisited FPGP-Model.
Depending on the counterpart of the group and the developmental stage, five typical functional positions in small
problem-solving groups can occur:
1. The alpha position, the leader, is characterized by forms
of contact which induce goal orientation for the group
(intentional form of contact) and connection the group
members’ needs (confluent form of contact). The main
qualities of this position are influence and trust.
2. The beta position, the confidant, is characterized by the
forms of contact which induce connection to the needs
of the group members (confluent form of contact) and
restraint (retroflexive form of contact). The main quality
of this position is trust.
3. The gamma position, the group member, is characterized by the form of contact which induces connection to
the needs of the other group members (confluent form
of contact). There is no especially pronounced quality of
this position.
4. The active omega position, the opposer, is characterized
by forms of contact which induce goal orientation for the
group (intentional form of contact) and strong opinions
and evaluations (normative form of contact). The main
qualities of this position are influence and a lack of affiliation, both of which are indicated by group members’
irritation.
5. The passive omega position, the outsider, is characterized
by the form of contact which is marked by restraint (the
retroflexive form of contact). The main quality of this position is a lack of affiliation, which is expressed through
group members’ irritation.
The results of this study have led to new and distinctive
views on informal group positions. First and foremost, the
GDS-Dimension illustrates the group members’ perception
of the positions and the forms of contact their behavior in
the interaction process. The model could therefore be ap-
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plied to team analysis and leadership training. For example,
in the context of shared leadership, the revised SchindlerModel can help to explain why, where, and how leadership
occurs in a group during a collaborative process in response
to the task the group is facing. The first important result of
the study is the role of trust on the informal structuring of
the group. The dimension on trust is polarized between two
subgroups represented by Alpha and Omega. The extent to
which a dynamic stability can develop from trust and competition is crucial for the development and performance of
groups, without it a group would not be able to act and make
decisions. Further research on group dynamics and informal
group structures could certainly identify even more factors
that promote the development of trust and psychological
safety in groups. Besides context factors, formal leadership,
task dependency and other important aspects from team effectiveness research (Mathieu et al. 2019), the interactions
on a micro level represented by the forms of contact can
lead to deeper insights on these inner processes.
The second interesting result relates to group performance and informal structures. We conclude that groups
perform better on complex problem-solving tasks before
an informal structure has stabilized. Once a structure has
emerged, its success depends on whether the group has
identified the appropriate Alpha or not. These results correspond to a study by Bachmann (2019a) were three types of
problem-solving groups were identified: (1) groups without
the alpha position (no final informal structure); (2) groups
with a final structure and the appropriate Alpha, which
achieve good results; and (3) groups with a final structure
and an ill-suited Alpha, which achieve only poor results.
This supports the shared leadership concept and clearly
demonstrates the importance of keeping teams agile and
flexible, especially since it is difficult to evaluate when the
best informal structure has emerged.

9 Limitations
This study is subject to some limitations due to the practical investigative context, which was not primarily research
oriented. This led to restrictions on the study design, the
composition of participants, and the survey instruments.
One crucial point is the data quality. Although the data
were from different sources (self-assessment, external assessment, peer assessment on individuals, external performance measure) and of different levels (rating and metric
data) no real observation data could be obtained. Further
investigations should take this in account.
On the other hand, this is also a benefit, as the ecological
validity of the results originate from real life adults in an
extra occupational training context and not from psychol-
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ogy students who must participate in several studies to meet
the requirements of their studies.
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Appendix
Table 7 Contact forms self-assessment scales (N = 138)
Confluent contact form (α = 0.81)
Good relationships with others are most important to me
I like to confirm others in what they say
It is important to me to dissolve boundaries and establish closeness
I do not take myself too seriously
When there is harmony with others, I feel good
Intentional contact form (α = 0.78)
I usually have clear goals and ideas
In my assessments of others, I am often right
I often know what someone wants to say before he/she has finished
speaking
I can win others over
I can well assess the motives for which other people act
Retroflexive contact form (α = 0.79)
I am not so quick to show others what moves me
I am rather reserved
I often suppress my feelings
I am not so quick to approach people
I usually leave initiatives to others
Normative contact form (α = 0.80)
I sometimes find it difficult to let others explain things to me
I often cannot keep to myself and have to improve others when they
make mistakes
What others think about me usually does not surprise me
I like to give others tips on how something works or how to do something
It is not easy for me to get involved in uncertain situations
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