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‘Practising disappointment’: from reflection-to-action in organisations and 
communities  
 
Introduction 
 

 ‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful citizens can change the world. 
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has’.  
    Margaret Mead, Anthologist and Scholar,1901 - 1978 1 

 
 
To struggle with disappointment in our interpersonal, organisational and social settings is an 
inherent part of being human. It is an aspect of what Foulkes (1975) described as being 
permeated to the core by social processes: a narcissistic injury arising from the inevitability 
of our and others’ death, and the necessary compromise that is demanded from being alive. 
Disappointment is also about needing to, and failing to, recognise our frailty and 
vulnerability in social matrices within which disappointment, like all other social and material 
resources, is not equally distributed. (Craib, 1994); Butler, 2004; Honneth, 1995; Benjamin, 
2018). Gilligan (1996) suggests, in the vernacular, that to be “dissed” (e.g. disrespected, 
disappointed, disillusioned etc) is to be humiliated, and that this shaming is at the core of 
much of the traumatising interpersonal and structural violence that blights modern society. 
Indeed, accumulated empirical evidence demonstrates that the differential extent of these 
shameful disappointments;  the difference between those who are extremely disappointed 
and those others who are extremely disappointing which gives rise to the widespread ill-
health and social insecurity of our fundamentally unequal modern world (Dorling, 2010; 
Wilkinson and Pickett, 2011; 2017; Cooper and Whyte, 2017). In this sense to take 
disappointment seriously is to understand it as a profoundly unsettling experience that 
permeates to the core of all of our family, friendship, neighbourhood and community 
matrices, disturbing both our relatedness and relationships, and so shaping all our (failing?) 
efforts ‘to love and to work’ 
 
 Elsewhere I have discussed the mechanisms through which Reflective Practice Team 
Development (RPTD) might be deployed inside social public organisations and workplaces 
(Scanlon, 2012; 2017). However, here I explore how disappointment, as a synonym for 
‘psychosocial trauma’ can be addressed ‘outside’ of these organisations, ‘within’ the 
neighbourhoods and communities which where these workers and their families live. My 
challenge is ask how we might we extend our group-analytic attitude to in order to  become 
more politically, socially and civically engaged. How we might make psycho-social links 
between the inner reality of ‘the organisation-in-the-mind’, and its relationship to the outer 
organisation-of-the-social (Armstrong, 2005; Gould et al 2011; Kraemer and Roberts, 1996).  
In other words, I would like to begin with a challenge and suggest that psycho-socially-
informed analysts, researchers and consultants might want to consider how to “get out 
more”.  
 
Practising Disappointment: Practising Equality?  
 
In earlier work John Adlam and I made use of the life and times of the ancient itinerant 
Cynic philosopher Diogenes of Sinope lived in a barrel in the Agora in ancient Greece, from 
where he made trenchant commentary about the inequality and unfairness he perceived in 
the world surrounding him. We suggested that his life stood as a metaphor for the psycho-
social challenges facing both the dis-enfranchised and those seeking to engage them (Adlam 
and Scanlon, 2005, 2011; Scanlon and Adlam 2008, 2011; 2018).  We re-tell the story about 
how on one occasion Diogenes was seen begging from a statue of a goddess in the Agora 
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and when asked what he was doing replied that he was ‘practising disappointment’ – 
perhaps a useful skill for us all to acquire and cultivate.  
 
In discussing disappointment from a group-analytic point of view Craib (1994) suggests that 
disappointment, as an inherent aspect of our social condition, that demands that we be in a 
complex and ambivalent relationship with something that doesn't happen. He suggests that 
the more we deny the extent of our individual and collective disappointment, the more we 
break the links and connections between people, and within ourselves. These sentiments 
chime well with Bion’s (1967) discussion of importance of the linking-up up of concepts in 
order to be able to think and act. In these ways disappointment can be understood as a 
reciprocal interplay between intense longing, and profound unrequited sadness: a push-me-
pull-you bipolar encounter with regressive-and-progressive forces that demand a 
relinquishing of some-thing in order to make a space and a place for some-thing else - in 
the mind and in the social world. 
 
 Whyte (2015), a poet and social commentator, however, suggested that disappointment 
might also be thought of as an ‘hidden, underground, engine’ and a potential source of trust 
and generosity that might provide an opportunity for transformation. He describes the 
experience of disappointment as a “merciful heartbreak’ which we might compare with 
Shakespeare’s thoughts on mercy proclaimed by Portia; - 
 

The quality of mercy is not strained. 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest: 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes …  
 
William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice; Act IV, Scene 1, 

 
 I find the idea of ‘twice blest’ mercy helpful in imagining disappointment as also ‘twice 
blest’ because it too affects those are disappointed, and those who disappoint.  Honig’s 
(1996) more philosophical perspective argues that much ‘social work’, often associated with 
‘mercy’, takes place in dilemmatic spaces, which she describes as opening up when 
conversations about things that do not fit together must take place, and when actions are 
demanded that will inevitably disappoint someone. In the reciprocal impossibility of 
dilemmatic space, therefore,  there are always those who are disappointed and those who 
are disappointing. Lawrence (2000) in contrasting the politics of revelation, with the politics 
of salvation suggested that the real dilemma at the heart of these necessary conversations 
is how to engage with them in such a way as to allow disappointment to be revealed and 
talked about, without expecting that something or somebody can be saved from the 
heartbreak. 
 
Freud (1937) suggested that psychoanalysis, along with education and governance were three 
impossible professions (although if he knew more about ‘social work’ he might have added a 
fourth?); yet even as this recognition dawns we find ourselves further confounded, because 
we must then face the more complex double-edged, inside-out/and outside-in, psycho-social 
reality  that, more often than not, we are both disappointed and disappointing.  We are 
disappointed in ourselves because we are so disappointing and we are disappointed in others 
because we feel so disappointed.  The ‘twice blest’ nature of disappointment then also could 
be understood as an aspect of double-suffering (Frost and Hoggett, 2008), ressentiment  
(Hoggett, 2009; Hoggett et al, 2013), or the reflexive violence (Scanlon and Adlam, 2013) 
that arises when insult is added to injury (Adlam and Scanlon, 2018) in ways which eat away 
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at our body and soul, and interfere with our capacity to engage with, much less love, our 
neighbours (cf. Žižek, 2000; 2008).  
 
 In these muddling inside out/outside in/ s(S)tates mixed-feelings run high, but are 
difficult to articulate, links are not made, needful compromises are not made, and the open 
public sharing of failure and disappointment is problematic. The desire and longing, and the 
grief and mourning that is at the heart of our ordinary human vulnerability is denied or 
disavowed, and anger and resentment prevails in ways that are not only distressing for 
individuals but is also corrosive of the structures and the cultures of the very social 
institutions that we depend upon for our sense of social security (Butler, 2004; Hoggett, 
2009; Hopper, 2003; 2011; Volkan, 2004). To paraphrase (Roberts, 1994) this deep sense 
of disappointment brings with it the existential realisation that there is nowhere to run and 
nowhere to hide from the self-and-other disappointed/disappointing mpossible task. 
 
On Agora-phobia: a realistic fear of the marketplace 
 
 
 Zeldin (1998) charted the changing nature of conversation from the Agora and the Forum 
of ancient times, through to the Salons and Cafés Scientifiques of French High Society, and 
on to ‘public conversations’ that gave rise to peoples’ revolutions, workers’ rights, women’s 
suffrage, civil rights, and universal [sic] human rights. He maps the changing nature of the 
conversation and argues that the right type of conversation in the right place at the right time 
has the power not only to change minds, but also to transform the social world. For Benjamin 
(2018) the aim of creating places in which these conversations can happen requires what 
she describes as a moral third space in which members as citizens can listen to each other’s 
stories, to see ourselves reflected in others’ pain and so in coming to recognise our own frail 
and interdependent vulnerability, to bear witness to others’ traumas and disappointments, 
and so, literally and metaphorically, to re-member [sic] ourselves and each other.  
 
 Discussing ‘disappointment’ from an organisational and management learning perspective 
Clancy et al (2015) similarly discuss how organisations frequently become arenas of 
disappointment where emotions, such as shame, guilt and anxiety prevail, and a sense of 
failure is followed by defensive blame and recrimination. They argue that a judicious 
appreciation of the affective and dynamic implications of disappointment and failure can 
offer a way of moving beyond these dynamics, turning it into the basis for social and 
organisational learning.2 Similarly, arguing from a Complexity Theory perspective, other 
group and organisational theorists (Mowles, 2015; 2017;  Stacey et al, 2002;  2003) argue 
that creating optimal conditions for conversation is necessary and sufficient to enable change 
in all of  organisational and social situations for the better - ‘one conversation at a time’ (see 
also Rance in chapter {x this volume)..    
 
  Whilst in agreement about the potentially transformative power of conversations Arendt 
(1958) and Sennett (1974), however describe the ways in which the modern Western world 
has spectacularly failed to maintain effective participation in democratic processes and how 
our social, communal and civic lives have become impoverished. Bauman (2000; 2003), in 
defining liquid modernity, described by how the conceptual  ‘Agora’ and other modern public 
spaces have been emptied out, such that the philosopher, the poet, the seer, along with the 
interested citizen have all retreated to ‘private places’, leaving the ‘marketplace’ in the hands 
of powerful neo-liberal, highly monetised private/public institutions who deploy secretive 
agencies to promote ‘fake news’ in order to propagandise and manipulate the public. Social 
discourse about inequality, vulnerability and lack have diminished, and the currency of social 
exchange is increasingly dominated by pre-occupations about the rights of the ‘deserving’ 
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and the  ‘hard-working’, who are set against those who are represented as undeserving, 
feckless, lazy or otherwise worth-less (Scanlon and Adlam, 2010; Scanlon, 2015).  
 
 In the context of this institutionalised dysfunctional sub-groups have become places of 
refuge and psycho-social retreat from the normative hateful experiences social-exclusivity 
(Mojović, 2011; 2016; 2017: Scanlon and Adlam, 2008; 2011b; 2013). Young people who 
feel that they have no stake in the social-world express their homicidal rage towards each 
other in criminally organised gang (and ethnic) violence, others become radicalised and turn 
their homicidal and suicidal rage against the unresponsive establishment through hateful 
terror-filled acts of violence.  The failure to provide spaces and places for more engaged 
reflective conversations in the current socio-political climate becomes a double 
disappointment, so that rather than ‘coexist in difference’ (Arendt, 1958) we are sleep-
walking into a post-truth, disinterested-future in which the relentless advance of ‘market 
forces’ privatise profits and publicise loss and failure through blaming the victim. To be 
agora-phobic in this modern liquidity is less an indicator of neurotic anxiety than a sign of a 
realistic fear of the marketplace (Adlam and Scanlon, 2013).   
 
 One example of this anti-democratic tendency in the clinical domain, is the thoughtless 
destruction of the residential Democratic Therapeutic Communities movement in the UK, 
these places provided innovative, safe and containing spaces for traumatised people to live 
and learn together to discuss their experience in the private/public world of the community 
setting (Rapoport, 1960; Jones, 1968; Whitely, 1986; Norton, 1992; 1992a).  But they were 
all closed down as ‘no longer fit for purpose’ and/or ‘too expensive’, and replaced by 
modern, socio-economically driven, short-term, manualised psychological interventions 
which have been justified under the questionable rubric of Improving Access to 
Psychological Therapies (Scanlon and Adlam, 2010; Rizq, 2011; 2012).  
.  
 ‘Repopulating the agora’: dialogue in our neighbourhoods, communities and 
workplaces  
 
On the world stage in recent times we have also seen the potential of ‘reflective 
conversations’ to bring peace to conflict zones. Restorative Justice methodologies (Zehr, 
1990;  Hoggett, 2009; Elrich et al, 2013; Ofer, 2017; and other contributions from Group 
Analytic colleagues e.g. International Dialogue Initiative3 and the Oxford Research Group4) 
have enabled reflective conversations that evidentially allow different parties to share their 
profound sense of disappointment through truth telling, reconciliation, understanding and 
perhaps even forgiveness. This type of organised reflective-practice, has brought peace, or 
at least a cessation of violence and exploitation, in South Africa and Northern Ireland, and 
has allowed the truth to be told about historical institutional abuse in Ireland (and 
elsewhere). If these more active types of conversations, drawing upon key group-analytic 
concepts of exchange, negotiation, arbitration and compromise, can also be brought to bear 
within organisations, they may go far to address the profound splitting and fragmentation 
that characterise the challenges of working with difficult people in difficult places (Scanlon, 
2012; 2017; Adlam et al, 2018; Simpson, 2010; 2016).   
 
In their experiential working conferences exploring German-Jewish group-relations in post-
holocaust context, Elrich et al (2013) suggests a metaphorical, development ‘from blood, 
through tears, to words’.  Similarly, de Maré et al (1991) in their ground-breaking book 
propose a movement ‘from hate, through dialogue to culture’ in which they make use of the 
concept of Koinonia, (κοινωνία), from the Greek, meaning something like, the gift of active 
participation in the community. Lawrence (1998) suggested that one way of allowing  
something to emerge, or be revealed, in the Matrix is through ‘Social Dreaming’ a 
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methodology which is now widely deployed in the field. The social and organisational impact 
of a shared dream was perhaps never more clearly illustrated at a social level than by Dr 
King Jnr’s who dreamed a social dream  “… that my four little children will one day live in a 
nation where they will not be judged by the color [sic] of their skin but by the content of 
their character …” – a dream which sadly is not (yet) realised – perhaps because we have 
been unable get beyond the blood or the hatred. 
 
A number of practitioners have taken up the challenge of how we might re-populate the 
agora through better enable people to take up their membership of neighbourhoods and 
communities with reference to the notion of the ‘Reflective Citizen’ (Mojović, 2011; 2016; 
2017; Gould, et al, 2011). Dubouloy suggests that to be a reflective citizen requires 
individuals, families and neighbourhoods, as sub-systems, of wider communities, to ask the 
questions that will allow them to find their place and to take up their membership of that 
place, whilst allowing and enabling others to do the same (Dubouloy, 2012:134). However, 
Krantz (2012: 96) suggests that whilst it is necessary to be reflective, it is not in itself 
sufficient to bring about change and so proposed a further movement from reflective citizen 
to ‘deliberative citizen’ within which we must first think-and-feel, after which we must find 
our voice(s) and then act accordingly. To offer an integrative statement of this development, 
paraphrasing de Maré et al (1991), Lawrence (1998; 2000) and Erlich et al (2013),  I 
propose a movement from ‘hate-and-blood, through tears to words-and-dialogue, and by 
way of shared social-dreams to building a culture of collaboration-in-action’.  
 
To this end I have recently been ‘getting out more’ and have taken up ongoing staff roles in  
two inter-related collaborative projects which I would like to present as illustrations: the first 
is the Reflective Citizens (RC) project led by Dr Marina Mojović, a Serbian Psychiatrist, and 
Group-Analyst.  This is multi-site project aims to re-build traumatised communities in the 
post-war Balkans countries (particularly Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Slovenia and the 
contested province/country of Kosovo), (Mojović, 2011; 2016; 2017), using an integrated 
Group-Relations, Group-Analysis, Social Dreaming and Therapeutic Community 
methodology. The second project, founded and led by Mónica Valarde Lazarte is the 
“Asociación Civil Esperanza de la Amazonía”  (Hope of the Amazon)5  which aims to address 
issues of marginalisation and social inclusion in former (and current) conflict zones in 
Peruvian Amazonian regions, using similar methods to develop deliberative citizenship and 
leadership6.  
 
What these projects have in common is a democratising aim to work with and to train 
networks of local people, to use these complementary psycho-social approaches to explore 
the historical and contemporary disappointments of communities torn asunder by past and 
present conquest, occupation and/or colonisation; painful inter-generational differences are 
played out between the un-mourned disappointment of the previous generation(s) and the 
disappointed hopes of the young(er) generation(s). I hope to return to both of these 
projects in future writing to show the ways in which both of these projects serve as 
exemplars for how we might work together within social-networks of ‘interested citizens’ to 
draw upon and apply reflective-and-deliberative-practice-in-action in our neighbourhoods 
and communities, as well as in our social institutions and places of work. These projects all  
have similar trans-generational ambitions that we might find better ways to love our 
neighbours, and live together in ways that may allow us to leave the place in a better 
s(S)tate than we found it. I hope that these reflections may make some contribution to 
these conversations. 
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1 Used with permission of the Institute of Intercultural studies  http://www.interculturalstudies.org/ 
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2 One example, of this type of intervention at a socio-political level perhaps is in Finland, 
where there is an annual National Day of Failure which promotes a collective pause-for-
thought and a coming face-face with these darkly permeating inner and outer failures and 
disappointments.  
 
3 www.internationaldialogueinitiative.com 
 
4 www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk 
 
5 www.hopeoftheamazon.org/ 
 
6 Inherent in the Hope of Amazon project there is, of course, a central concern about the 
ways in which we thoughtlessly pollute, contaminate and poison the land, the rivers, forests, 
and jungles upon which we all depend. Clearly, this subject is beyond the scope of this 
chapter, however, I would not want to pass by without commending those who work 
tirelessly to promote reflective conversations and deliberative action that enable us ‘to think 
globally and act locally’ about this potentially cataclysmic shared problem (e.g. Weintrobe, 
2012). 


