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Abstract 

Human behaviour and interactions are complex, encompassing both what is immediately observable and what remains beneath 

the surface. Understanding these layers is particularly important in group therapeutic settings, where subtle dynamics can 

significantly influence outcomes. Literature explicitly addressing “manifest and latent processes” in group work remains limited. 

Most mainstream theories of group development, such as Tuckman’s stages, emphasize overt, measurable behaviours and 

structured task accomplishment, leaving latent processes, such as unspoken norms, emotional undercurrents, power dynamics, 

and unconscious motivations, underexplored. Recent trauma-focused group psychotherapy literature highlights this same gap, 

emphasising how latent relational and neurophysiological processes shape group functioning. This paper examines the interplay 

of manifest and latent processes in group development, emphasizing the importance of addressing both observable behaviours 

and hidden dynamics. The author intentionally anchors the conceptual foundation of this paper in classical groupwork theories, 

such as Tuckman’s stages of group development, Bion’s psychoanalytic insights, Vygotsky’s social constructivism, and the 

Johari Window due to their enduring relevance and widespread scholarly recognition. Concepts from the social unconscious 

sphere are also used to expand the understanding of latent dynamics beyond the individual psyche, acknowledging broader 

societal influences that shape the group space. This conceptual paper critically synthesizes these established and contemporary 

theories to explore the complex interaction between observable (manifest) and hidden (latent) processes within groupwork. 

Rather than proposing a new theory, it offers an integrated interpretation of existing scholarship by bringing classical and 

contemporary perspectives into dialogue. This synthesis advances a more nuanced understanding of group dynamics and 

highlights practical considerations for facilitation that attends to hidden or unspoken processes through a reflective, 

multidimensional lens. Practical implications are highlighted. This includes how facilitators can enhance group effectiveness by 

attending to both observable behaviours and underlying group dynamics, integrating reflective practice and awareness of 

personal bias to promote trust, psychological safety, and cohesive participation. 
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1. Introduction 

Human behavior and interactions are complex, encompass-

ing both what is immediately observable and what remains be-

neath the surface [1]. Understanding these layers is particularly 

important in group therapeutic settings, where subtle dynamics 

can significantly influence outcomes. While group therapy lit-

erature recognizes implicit dynamics, explicit theorization of 

manifest and latent processes as an integrated facilitation lens 

remains comparatively underdeveloped [2]. Most mainstream 

theories of group development, emphasize overt, measurable 

behaviors and structured task accomplishment, leaving latent 

processes, such as unspoken norms, emotional undercurrents, 

power dynamics, and unconscious motivations, underexplored. 

Recent trauma-focused group psychotherapy literature high-

lights this same gap, emphasizing how latent relational and neu-

rophysiological processes shape group functioning [3, 4]. Cov-

ert and undercurrent dynamics are especially pronounced in ap-

plied settings, where facilitators navigate both explicit and sub-

tle dimensions of group interaction in real time. This paper stra-

tegically anchors its conceptual foundation in classical group-

work theories that will be further discussed. This intentionality 

is imbedded in the reasoning that these well-known theorists 

have enduring relevance and widespread scholarly recognition. 

Recent literature is also integrated selectively to enrich, rather 

than replace these established frameworks. In this way, the au-

thor has ensured that this conceptual piece remains grounded in 

well-known theoretical traditions while still reflecting on con-

temporary viewpoints, with the aim of opening up critical dia-

logue on the discussion. The problem statement formulated cen-

tred on the limited conceptual integration within the groupwork 

literature regarding how manifest (observable) and latent (hid-

den) processes interact across the group life cycle, and how fa-

cilitators can effectively identify and respond to these dynamics. 

2. Conceptual Approach 

The paper critically examines the interactions between 

manifest and latent processes within group process, integrat-

ing psychoanalytic understandings with group development 

and social perspectives [5-8]. Additionally, concepts from the 

social unconscious expand the understanding of latent dynam-

ics, acknowledging broader societal influences that shape a 

group space [9, 10]. Rather than proposing a new theory, it 

offers an integrated interpretation of existing scholarship by 

bringing classical and contemporary perspectives into dia-

logue. This synthesis advances a more nuanced understanding 

of group dynamics and highlights practical considerations for 

facilitation that attends to hidden or unspoken processes 

through a reflective, multidimensional lens. 

3. Groups as Complex Social Systems 

Groups function as dynamic, interdependent networks 

where individual behaviors, emotions, and interactions shape 

collective outcomes [2]. Some processes are explicit and ob-

servable, referred to as manifest content. These include role 

allocation, verbal communication, and task execution. Be-

neath this surface lie latent processes, including unspoken 

norms, implicit hierarchies, emotional undercurrents, and un-

conscious motivations, which profoundly influence group 

functioning [2, 11, 12]. More recent group-analytic perspec-

tives similarly emphasize these underlying nuances of com-

munication and meaning that operate beneath verbal ex-

changes [13, 14]. 

The various stages of the group process are characterized 

by dynamic interactions, shifting roles, and layered processes 

that unfold over time. Using Tuckman’s [5] stages of group 

development provides a useful theoretical underpinning 

framework to introduce and explore the multifaceted system 

of groups. This lens illuminates how the visible and hidden 

dynamics of a group evolve as members interact and engage 

with one another under the leadership of the facilitator. 

Effective leadership is central to group work, as the leader’s 

approach shapes not only task accomplishment but also the 

quality of interpersonal interactions, trust, and cohesion 

within the group [15]. Cole [15] describes three types of lead-

ership styles: directive, facilitative and advisory. Among these 

leadership styles, a facilitative approach is particularly suited 

to balancing manifest processes and latent processes. This is 

consistent with research showing that facilitative, relational 

leadership addresses defensive functioning and enhances 

emotional regulation in group psychotherapy [16]. 

During the forming stage, the manifest processes are readily 

observable [5]. Members introduce themselves, clarify their 

roles, and establish ground rules. Beneath these visible behav-

iors, latent anxieties often emerge, including fear of judgment 

and dependence on leadership style employed. Hidden cur-

rents potentially shape interactions in subtle ways, and facili-

tators play a critical role in fostering psychological safety by 

recognizing and addressing these underlying concerns [6, 12, 

17]. Trauma-informed group models further note that early-

stage interactions can activate neurophysiological threat re-

sponses that subtly influence group safety and cohesion [4]. 

The storming stage demonstrates the intensification of 

group complexity. Manifest behaviors such as disagreements, 

resistance, challenges to authority and even long periods of 

silence are readily apparent. Simultaneously, latent processes, 

including competition, unspoken hostility, and hidden alli-

ances, shape the social fabric of the group. These deeper dy-

namics reflect struggles over autonomy, identity, and recogni-

tion, requiring facilitative guidance to engage with both the 

overt and covert aspects of group life and maintain cohesion 

[5, 6, 11, 12]. Attachment-informed group research confirms 

that conflict often reveals underlying attachment-based inter-

action patterns that influence how members seek or avoid 

closeness [18]. 
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As the group progresses to norming, manifest processes 

such as role distribution, consensus-building, and collabora-

tive routines become more established [5]. Latent dynamics 

still persist in the form of subtle hierarchies, unspoken agree-

ments, and patterns of inclusion or exclusion [9, 14]. Facilita-

tors must remain attentive to whose voices dominate and 

where silent power dynamics might influence participation, 

underscoring the ongoing interplay between observable be-

haviors and underlying social structures [6, 10]. These emerg-

ing norms further reflect the operation of the group’s social 

unconscious, shared, unspoken assumptions shaped by 

broader sociocultural forces [9]. 

In the performing stage, the group demonstrates high levels 

of coordination, communication, and problem-solving, mani-

fest behaviors that signal functional effectiveness [5]. Beneath 

this visible performance, latent processes of trust, loyalty, and 

implicit collaboration provide the foundation for innovation 

and sustained productivity [6, 12, 20]. Facilitators support on-

going performance by nurturing authentic relationships and 

attending to the social cohesion that sustains effective team-

work [5, 6, 12, 20]. Synchrony and co-regulation at a nonver-

bal level support group cohesion at this stage [4, 19]. 

Finally, during adjourning, manifest behaviors focus on 

task completion, review of achievements, and formal closure 

[5]. Latent processes, however, reveal the emotional dimen-

sions of separation, including grief, nostalgia, attachment, or 

unresolved conflict [6, 20]. Effective facilitation at this stage 

involves creating space for reflection, acknowledgment, and 

closure, recognizing that the emotional and relational dynam-

ics of the group persist even after the formal task has ended [5, 

6, 12, 16, 20]. 

4. Discussion 

Figure 1 displays an integrated perspective combining 

Tuckman’s stages, psychoanalytic theory, social constructiv-

ism, Johari Window, and reflexivity is pertinent for facilitators 

to recognize and attend to both observable and hidden dynam-

ics [5-8, 12]. 

 
Figure 1. Manifest content and latent processes across group development. 

With the awareness of theory that underpins groups, the fa-

cilitator is then able to respond adaptively to tensions which 

then supports collaboration and meaningful participation by 

group members. Reflexivity involves the facilitator’s ongoing 

examination of how their own positioning, assumptions, and 

relational responses shape unfolding group processes [21]. 

This means that through active engagement in group interac-

tions, facilitators consider deeper insights through challenges 

encountered and relational experiences that prompt deeper 

self and group awareness [21]. When supported by leadership 

theory as part of their therapeutic framing, facilitators are able 

to create an environment that encourages the development of 

therapeutic factors while also encouraging self-development 

through reflective practice within an ongoing basis [12, 15, 20, 

21]. 

Understanding the interplay between manifest and latent 

processes, rather than viewing traditional theories in isolation, 

requires an integrated lens that accounts for developmental, 

psychological, social, and reflective dimensions. Recent re-

search indicates how defensive functioning and interpersonal 

patterns shift in relation to manifest group climate and latent 

dynamics [5-8, 16, 18, 20]. 

As dissected above, Tuckman’s (1977) stages of group de-
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velopment foreground manifest behaviors, such as role nego-

tiation, conflict, and collaboration [5]. At the same time, there 

is also the implicit acknowledgement of underlying dynamics 

that influence behaviors. This is where psychoanalytic in-

sights from Bion6 become critical, deepening the awareness of 

latent anxieties, unconscious motivations, dependency needs, 

and hidden alliances. Group-analytic frameworks expand this 

understanding by emphasizing shared, collective, and often 

unconscious social processes that influence group behavior [9, 

13]. 

Vygotsky’s7 social constructivist perspective deepens this 

integration by situating both manifest and latent processes 

within socially co-constructed interactions. His emphasis on 

co-regulation resonates with contemporary neurophysiologi-

cal models of group synchrony in trauma work as well as The 

Johari Window that provides a practical mechanism for trans-

lating latent dimensions into conscious awareness [4, 7, 8]. 

The structured exploration offered by the Johari Window 

complements the identification of unintentional microaggres-

sions and implicit bias that may operate within the group’s so-

cial unconscious [8, 10]. 

Reflexivity is stressed once again to be foregrounded in or-

der to view the different positions the facilitator as a “partici-

pant-observer,” needs to occupy [21]. Reflexivity is also es-

sential for recognizing how facilitators themselves may be 

drawn into enactments or reenactments of latent dynamics [3]. 

No single group theory sufficiently explains the complexity 

of group functioning. An integrated theoretical lens recognises 

their complementary contributions to understanding the com-

plex interplay between manifest content and latent processes. 

Table 1 captures in summary both traditional and the contem-

porary group-analytic and trauma-informed perspectives to 

further enriches this integration, especially regarding the so-

cial unconscious and neurophysiological responses that shape 

latent processes [3, 4, 9]. 

Table 1. Theory that informs the understanding of manifest and latent group processes. 

Theoretical perspective Theoretical contribution towards an integrated understanding of group processes 

Tuckman’s Group Development 

Theory [5] 

Provides a group developmental perspective for understanding observable group processes, 

including roles, conflict, cohesion, and collaboration, while acknowledging underlying relational 

influences on group progression. 

Bion’s Psychoanalytic Theory and 

Group Analytic Perspectives [6] 

Illuminates latent group processes, including unconscious anxieties, defensive patterns, relational 

dynamics, and collective meanings that shape observable group behaviour. 

Vygotsky’s Social Constructivist 

Theory [7] 

Positions group development as socially constructed through interaction, co-regulation, shared 

meaning-making, and reciprocal relationships between members. 

Leadership Theory [15] 
Highlights the facilitator’s role in shaping group climate, psychological safety, participation, and 

the emergence of therapeutic factors through intentional relational leadership. 

Johari Window and Reflexive 

Practice [8, 12] 

Support the movement of implicit processes into awareness by encouraging exploration of blind 

spots, assumptions, biases, and the facilitator’s influence as a participant-observer. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Latent processes are fundamental rather than peripheral to 

effective group facilitation. By being attuned to unconscious 

motivations, implicit norms, and underlying emotional cur-

rents, facilitators can anticipate potential conflicts, foster 

trust, and cultivate a climate of psychological safety. Aware-

ness of these hidden dynamics not only strengthens group 

cohesion with manifest behaviours, but also enhances prob-

lem-solving, decision-making, and overall group outcomes 

and therapeutic value. Recognizing and engaging with the 

latent dimensions of group life transforms facilitation from 

reactive management of surface behaviours into proactive 

guidance of deeper relational and emotional processes, ulti-

mately supporting richer and more sustainable group func-

tioning. 

6. Limitations 

This paper is conceptual in nature and is based on the syn-

thesis of existing theories, rather than empirical investigation. 

Consequently, the suggestions made regarding how facilita-

tion can address manifest content and latent processes should 

be viewed as a conceptual lens, with indications of application 

value to practice. Furthermore, the paper acknowledges 

broader societal influences through the concept of the social 

unconscious, however, does not comprehensively examine 

how cultural, contextual and sociopolitical factors within con-

text shape group process. 
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7. Recommendations 

This paper is intended to stimulate further discussion and 

empirical investigation of manifest and latent processes across 

diverse group settings and facilitation contexts, thereby con-

tributing to the advancement of groupwork literature. Future 

research should also examine how these dynamics manifest 

across different cultural and contextual settings to strengthen 

the applicability and transferability of this conceptual perspec-

tive. 
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