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Abstract

This article examines the introduction of “sensitivity training”

to 1970s Swedish work life. Drawing upon a range of

empirical materials, I explore the politics that were involved

in the process of translating and adapting this group dynamic

method to the Swedish context and consider how its

proponents argued for its value. By approaching sensitivity

training as an attempt to govern, shape, and regulate both

human beings and the work organizations of which they

were a part, I argue that sensitivity training presents an

unexpectedly early example of a governing rationality that

has elsewhere been described and theorized as “neo-

liberal.” The fact that sensitivity training was established in

Swedish work life already in the early 1970s thus challenges

the historiography of neoliberal modes of government,

which have elsewhere been associated with a neoliberal

shift in state policies occurring in the 1980s and 1990s. The

article demonstrates how emotionally liberating practices in

the late 1960s and early 1970s were embraced by some of

the most politically influential actors in contemporary

Swedish society, such as the corporate sector and the trade

unions. As blue‐collar trade unions and social democrats

voiced increasingly far‐reaching demands concerning work-

place democracy and improved workplace conditions,

advocates of sensitivity training presented their method as
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crucial to the process of “democratizing” and “humanizing”

Swedish work life. Intimately associated with the new

therapies of humanistic psychology, sensitivity training was

used within the corporate sector to foster a more emotional

and authentic leadership style that would embrace the

values of emotional awareness, self‐expression, and self‐

actualization. The crying boss emerged in this context as a

key figure in the project of creating a “democratic” and

psychologically satisfying organization. Yet, sensitivity train-

ing was also described as a means for companies to make

better use of what was now asserted as their most important

economic asset: the human being. From the outset, the

idealistic vision of an emotionally liberated, democratic

workplace was thus entangled with a specific kind of

economic rationality, in which the emotionally liberated,

self‐actualizing individual emerged as a capital or asset that

would be better utilized if the organization allowed—even

encouraged—employees to engage in their own well‐being

and self‐optimization.

K E YWORD S

sensitivity training, organizational development, group dynamics,
self‐optimization, human resources, human capital, emotional
democracy, governmentality, technologies of the self, 1970s,
Sweden

1 | INTRODUCTION

Around 1970 a new method for leadership training and organizational development was introduced into Swedish

work life. “Sensitivity training” was designed to teach course participants new ways of being, feeling, and behaving

in relation to others. By way of emotionally intensive group experiences—often including body‐oriented, practical

exercises such as lying on the floor, touching others, or engaging in role‐play—participants were supposed to learn

how to become better aware of their own and others’ emotions, thoughts, and behaviors and how to communicate

them authentically and spontaneously.1 The training was presented as a way to enhance the possibilities of

achieving authenticity, self‐realization, and individual autonomy within organizations.

Sensitivity training was introduced during a particularly formative but conflict‐ridden period in the history of

Swedish work life. The 1970s was not only a time of economic challenge and structural transformation in the wake

of the oil crisis in 1973, but it was also characterized by intensified and radical political demands—and legislative

reforms—pushed by the social democratic party and the blue‐collar trade unions (Östberg & Andersson, 2013,

pp. 177f.). As this article will show, sensitivity training was entangled with several of these debates and processes.

The present study explores the politics that were involved in the process of translating and adapting sensitivity

training to the Swedish context and analyzes in particular how proponents argued for the value of the method.
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Using the theoretical perspectives and tools developed within the field of governmentality studies, I approach

sensitivity training as a technology of the self, which encouraged individuals to work consciously with themselves

and their relationships with others to improve their own ways of being and behaving (Dean, 2010, p. 19, pp. 26f.;

Foucault, 2002, pp. 28f.). I consider sensitivity training to be an attempt to govern, shape, and regulate human

beings and the work organizations of which they were a part (Dean, 2010, p. 18; Rose, 1999b, pp. 3f.). Throughout, I

pay careful attention to the ways in which individual self‐development was aligned with organizational change, and

how it helped renegotiate conceptions of the working subject and the nature of leadership. We will see that

through sensitivity training emerged a historically specific configuration in which notions of democracy, economic

efficiency, authenticity, and human capacity came together in novel ways.

Sensitivity training—or laboratory training as it was also called—was originally developed by social psychologists

and clinical psychiatrists in the postwar United States, where it grew to be immensely popular in the 1960s, and was

used primarily within the business sector to improve group relations (Highhouse, 2002). Inspired by developments

in the United States, from the late 1960s organization consultants in Sweden began to offer courses in sensitivity

training to private companies and public authorities, mostly addressing managers and executives, supported by a

comprehensive literature of research reports, articles, and books. Sensitivity training also received widespread

attention and stirred heated media debate, as it was accused of being an insidious tool for the manipulation of

workers and of posing a threat to participants’ mental health. Despite the hostility, however, several high‐profile

actors with connections to the corporate sector and the trade unions strongly defended the method and argued

that it was a crucial means for transforming companies and work organizations to meet new political and societal

demands, while at the same time increasing their efficiency and competitiveness.

Particularly important for the introduction of the method in Sweden was an organization called The Personnel

Administrative Council (PA‐council), which had been founded in 1952 by the Swedish Employers’ Confederation

(SAF), the forerunner to the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise. The council also had board members drawn from

the most powerful trade union umbrella organizations, The Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO) and The

Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees (TCO), which reflected the unique Swedish model of labor

market cooperation. The PA‐council was responsible for commercial business consulting and for working‐life

research; sometimes the same individuals—like Arne Derefeldt or Jonas Kjellin—were active both as “sensitivity

trainers” and as researchers for the council and were involved in action research about the method (Derefeldt, 1975;

Kjellin, 1974; PA‐council, 1973). Often collaborating with journalists, or publishing texts on sensitivity training that

addressed a wider audience, such individuals were crucial to the process of translating and introducing the method

in Sweden.

Research on the history of sensitivity training, or group dynamics more generally, is sparse. Whereas the

following investigation seeks to analyze how sensitivity training was translated and incorporated into a historically

specific local context, previous studies dealing with the method have mainly focused on the early theories and

techniques developed by central figures of this field, and/or have explored the method's theoretical content and

relationship to psychological traditions (Bröckling, 2008; Freedman, 1999; Highhouse, 2002; Rose, 1996, pp.

141–149). There are, however, a few exceptions. In addition to my own study (Tillema, 2021), Maik Tändler has

investigated the adaptation of group dynamics and group therapy in West Germany in the postwar period, and

Scarlett Salman has commented on the role of group dynamics in the French context in her study on the genealogy

of coaching in France (Salman, 2019; Tändler, 2012).

In the present study, I focus exclusively on published sources, prioritizing those that address a wider audience.2

The sources used (although not necessarily cited in the article) include manuals aimed at training instructors, and all of

the PA‐council's writings on sensitivity training and group dynamics published in the 1970s (including translations of

the American literature on sensitivity training, as well as research reports, informational writings and marketing

materials produced by the council).3 Particular attention has been afforded to the book Sensitivitetsträning — myt och

verklighet (“Sensitivity training — myth and reality”), written by Arne Derefeldt and published by the council in 1975

(Derefeldt, 1975). In this book, Derefeldt—who worked as a psychologist and consultant for the PA‐council for more
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than 25 years and was head of the council's Malmö office, and who seems to have been particularly devoted to group

dynamic methodologies—explains the value of the method to the general reader (Derefeldt, 1984, pp. 7f.).

In addition, I have studied the Swedish pedagogical research on sensitivity training from the period, as well as

the frequent reports from the daily and evening print media. Trade books by general publishers have also been

used, such as Kort rapport om sensiträning (“A short report on sensitraining”) by Jonas Kjellin and Åge Ramsby (Kjellin

& Ramsby, 1972). This book is highly important to the study, not only because its explicit aim is to present

“consumer information” about sensitivity training to a general audience but also because it demonstrates how

sensitivity trainers from the PA‐council, such as the social psychologist and consultant Jonas Kjellin, and journalists

like Ramsby, collaborated in launching the new method (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 63).4

As I will demonstrate in the following, the case of sensitivity training in Sweden offers important new insights

into the field of cultural research concerned with “therapeutic culture,” “therapeutic discourse,” or the

“therapeutization” of Western societies in the second half of the 20th century (Amouroux et al., 2021; Eitler &

Elberfeld, 2015; Marks, 2018; Maasen et al., 2011; Rose, 1996, pp. 156–168; Rosner, 2018; Tändler &

Jensen, 2012; Wright, 2008). Considering the amount of cultural research that has been devoted to this therapeutic

turn, it is striking that historians and sociologists alike have given such limited attention to the pronounced place of

group dynamics in this development. Even scholars specifically interested in the incorporation of therapeutic

discourses and practices into the sphere of work (Costea et al., 2007; Foster, 2016; Illouz, 2007, 2008; Traue, 2011)

have paid little attention to this phenomenon, though the use of group dynamics must have been one of the most

important means by which therapeutic knowledge and practices were integrated into the business sector in

particular and work life more generally in this period. The introduction of sensitivity training to Swedish work life

provides an empirical example of how the transnational circulation of therapeutic discourses and practices was

established in local historical contexts. It also offers important insights into the politics that were involved in the

process of bringing therapeutic discourses and practices into the sphere of work in Sweden.

Within governmentality studies, the dissemination and establishment of therapeutic discourses and practices in

Western societies have often been analyzed as an expression of the emergence of a “neoliberal” or “advanced

liberal” mode of government. Neoliberal governing rationalities, it is argued, draw upon the psy‐disciplines in

general, and therapeutic discourses and practices in particular, in the production of responsibilized “entrepreneurial

subjects,” constantly engaged in their own self‐regulation and self‐improvement. Often, however, these studies

have focused empirically on a later period, from the 1980s onwards, thereby creating the impression that this shift

in governing rationality followed—or was at least intimately associated with—a neoliberal turn in state politics

emanating from the United States and Britain (Bröckling, 2016, pp. 24f.; Costea et al., 2006, pp. 164, 168;

Rose, 1996, pp. 150f.; Rose, 1999b, pp. 138–142). By shifting the focus back in time, however, and demonstrating

how psychotherapeutic and group dynamic practices for individual self‐improvement were established in Swedish

work life already in the early 1970s, this investigation uncovers an interesting, and somewhat surprising, encounter

between an American therapeutic culture of individual self‐optimization and the politics of the Swedish

social–democratic welfare state. In this way, it raises questions of chronology and causality in the historiography

concerned with the emergence of advanced liberal modes of government and the “entrepreneurial subject” in the

late 20th century.

Specifically, the article demonstrates how emotionally liberating practices in the late 1960s and early 1970s

were embraced by some of the most central and politically influential actors in Swedish society at the time, such as

the corporate sector, its associated organizations, and the trade unions. In so doing, the article complicates a

common narrative within the historiography concerned with the “liberating” therapeutic discourses and practices of

the 1960s and 1970s: that emancipatory, therapeutic practices were first consolidated in the countercultural

sphere of the 1960s and 1970s and spread to mainstream society only in the decades that followed. According to

this narrative, the psychologically liberating practices traveled “from hippie to yuppie”: the once politically radical

effort to liberate people through a collective emancipatory project paved the way for later individualistic and

economized manifestations of the original ideal (Binkley, 2007, pp. 13–15; Eitler & Elberfeld, 2015,
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p. 22; Elberfeld, 2015; pp. 80f.; Fleming, 2009; Foster, 2016). Boltanski and Chiapello have argued, for instance, that

the “artistic critique” of capitalism, as formulated by the left‐wing and hippie movements of 1968, forced the

business sector to respond and renew itself in the decades that followed: “the new spirit of capitalism” emerged

through the appropriation of bohemian values including antiauthoritarianism, nonconformity, authenticity, self‐

actualization, and creativity (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, Ch. 6, 7). By shifting the focus away from the critics of

capitalism, and instead paying attention to the active role of the “procapitalists” in this process of transforming

Swedish work life, however, I call into question whether the aspiration to liberate the self in the 1960s and 1970s

was ever a purely left‐wing and anticapitalistic project, and suggest instead that it might have been composed of

conflicting interests and motives all along.

2 | A NEW METHOD ENTERS THE STAGE

The psychological theories, methods, and techniques at the core of Swedish sensitivity training largely had their

origins in the postwar United States, and the method was—and is still—generally connected to the German‐

American behavioral scientist Kurt Lewin, a central figure in the development of social psychology. Lewin began his

experiments with laboratory training—later called sensitivity training—in 1946, and contributed to the foundation of

the National Training Laboratory for Group Development (NTL) in Bethel, Maine, shortly before his sudden death in

1947. Other important figures in the development of the method were social psychologists such as Ronald Lippitt,

Leland Bradford, and Kenneth Benne, who in turn also seem to have been very much influenced by Jacob Moreno's

theory of psychodrama. The aim of the early laboratory training was to study group processes and to see how

“group dynamics” could be used as a tool for attitudinal change and for improving collaboration and communication

skills, primarily with the ambition to foster democratic values and behaviors (Highhouse, 2002, pp. 279–282;

Salman, 2019, pp. 656–657; Tändler, 2012, pp. 144–148).

In the 1960s, Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, central figures of the humanistic psychology movement,

participated in the activities at NTL, and in so doing championed the method in the United States (Highhouse, 2002,

p. 283). Rogers was apparently influenced by T‐group theory when developing his methodology for encounter

groups or group therapy (Freedman, 1999, p. 132). Over the course of the decade, sensitivity training acquired a

more clinical, therapeutic character and became more focused on individual self‐improvement, and was thereby

often confused with the encounter movement (Highhouse, 2002, pp. 285–287). Parallel to developments in the

United States, it had also been introduced to Europe in the early 1950s by the European Institute for Transnational

Studies in Groups and Organizational Development (EIT), the European counterpart to NTL (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972,

p. 20). Even the Tavistock Institute in London is often highlighted as important for the development of the method

(Freedman, 1999, p. 130; Michélsen, 1979, p. 31).

It was through these international organizations—EIT and NTL—that individuals working for the PA‐council first

came into contact with the method. The first course in sensitivity training in Sweden was arranged as early as 1957,

with course leaders drawn from EIT and participants from the PA‐council. This event was later described as a

failure, since “people who during the course had an intense experience, did not find any support in their

[organizational] environment to apply what they had learnt,” as summarized by Kjellin and Ramsby. “[T]he time was

not ready for sensitraining in 1957,” one of the participants concluded (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 21). The time was

right, though, when sensitivity training was reintroduced in Sweden around 1970. In 1968, Åke Ahlberg from the

PA‐council educated himself at EIT, and in 1969, the PA‐council decided to hire EIT's secretary‐general Gunnar

Hjelholt, to lead an internal course for aspiring sensitivity trainers within their organization (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 11;

Lennung, 1973, p. 10). These were apparently more successful than those of the 1950s, and in the following years,

the council would develop their own course supply. In 1972, Kjellin and Ramsby estimated that “a couple of

thousand” individuals in Sweden had already gone through some sort of sensitivity training, most of them

“executives at various levels in the private sector” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 23). In the evening paper Expressen,
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Ramsby reported that “sensitivity training, or, with a shorter word, sensitraining, received its breakthrough in

Sweden during the last couple of years,” (Ramsby, 1972) and another journalist described “these new kind of

courses, where emotions play the largest role” as the “latest news among Swedish business managers”

(Lindmarker, 1971).

The leaders of the courses were usually described as “psychologists” or social scientists (beteendevetare) with

a special education in sensitivity training (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, pp. 8, 23; PA‐council, 1973). This points to an

important context for this new method, as sensitivity training was introduced at a time when behavioral scientific

work‐life research and applied work and organization psychology were gaining importance in Sweden. The

PA‐council had contributed in crucial ways to the emergence and establishment of this new field of research and

consultation in Sweden (Hedin, 2019, p. 597; SOU 1973:55, pp. 99–112). In addition, sensitivity training was also

intimately coupled to another new phenomenon—“organizational development,” which denoted strategies

primarily based on social scientific theories that regularly used group dynamic methodologies to improve work

organizations (see e.g., PA‐council, 1973, pp. 4f.). Sometimes the concepts of “sensitivity training” and

“organizational development” were conflated or even used interchangeably (Kjellin, 1974, p. 139). In the early

1970s, a new market for this kind of organizational development emerged in which the PA‐council and

consultancy firms began to offer courses in sensitivity training and similar group‐dynamic methodologies as part

of their services. Other important organizations offering sensitivity training in these years included ALI‐Rati,

which was an institute for education led by the Swedish Employers’ Confederation, the Institute for Applied

Psychology in Saltsjöbaden, and the Danish consulting firm Teamco (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 11; Kjellin &

Ramsby, 1972, p. 22).

3 | LEARNING TO BE AUTHENTIC

Sensitivity training was also introduced at a time when psychotherapy was gaining in importance and influence in

Sweden; a process in line with other Western democracies (see, e.g., Eitler & Elberfeld, 2015; Illouz, 2008; Marks,

2018; Maasen et al., 2011; Rosner, 2018; Tändler, 2011). As already mentioned, one of the central goals of

sensitivity training was that the participants would become better aware of their own and others’ emotions and

behaviors and learn how to express themselves—and particularly their emotions—in an authentic and spontaneous

way. As such, the technique had a lot in common with other new psychotherapies that were launched in Sweden at

the same time, several of which were connected to humanistic psychology and based on assumptions about the

therapeutic outcomes of experiencing catharsis. They were usually associated with the human potential movement

and “growth centers” such as the Esalen Institute in Berkley, California (Irvine, 2005, pp. 77–82; Salman, 2019,

p. 658). Later, these therapies would be referred to as “new emotional therapies” (Lundh & Leymann, 1981) or

“emotionally redemptive therapies” (Danielsen, 1988). Journalists and cultural critics commented frequently on this

cultural phenomenon and sought to guide their readers through the new therapeutic landscape: “Freudian

psychoanalysis or primal therapy or…. What suits you?” the headline read in a newspaper article from 1977 in which

therapy methods such as psychoanalysis, behavioral therapy, gestalt therapy, bioenergetics, and primal therapy

were presented (Mattsson & Höste, 1977, see also Sidenbladh, 1976).

It was not difficult for contemporary observers to identify the similarities between sensitivity training and

therapies associated with humanistic psychology (Derefeldt, 1975, pp. 74–76; Michélsen, 1979, pp. 21–26). The

kind of sensitivity training that was introduced into Sweden did indeed seem to have been much influenced by the

human potential movement, and often stressed the “therapeutic” aims of personal development and self‐

actualization (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 74). It is, however, also important to note that the representatives from the PA‐

council or SAF's institute for education, who introduced and marketed the method in Sweden, tended to respond to

such comparisons with unease. Several of them seem to have made an effort to distance and demarcate sensitivity

training from the therapeutic field. One reason for this was probably that the concept of “therapy” had a double
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connotation in this period. In some circles, “psychotherapy” was increasingly regarded as something that everyone

could and should engage in, to develop themselves (compare with Elberfeld, 2011, pp. 112–114; Salman 2019,

p. 659). Yet, there remained a more widespread view of therapy as a medical or psychological treatment, which

aimed at restoring normality and health by curing illnesses or disturbances. The expression “therapy for normals”—

sometimes used to describe sensitivity training at this time—proves that the latter, more conventional definition still

predominated (Michélsen, 1979, p. 21). This made it necessary for advocates of the new approach to point out that

the target group for sensitivity training comprised “common,” “normal,” and “healthy” individuals who only wanted

to improve certain aspects of their personality (Johnstad, 1971; Jonasson, 1975c; Larmén, 1975, pp. 201f.). The

participants were said to be mainly “healthy, well‐functional persons whose aim it is to learn how to function even

better in their business or in their professional role” (Barthol, 1971, p. 48).

The (somewhat pedantic) efforts to distinguish sensitivity training from therapy contributed to the

recognition of emotional inhibitions and their eventual liberation as a primarily pedagogical problem, which

could be resolved through practical training in authentic self‐expression. In this way, sensitivity training was

marketed as a neutral learning activity that every person could and should engage in—not because they had

deep‐seated psychological problems, but because they wanted to optimize their personality and learn how to

better utilize their capacities. Psychological freedom was thus marketed as a project that everyone could and

should engage in. As one promoter put it: “We address persons in work life, this is an educational method, not

therapy” (Aschberg, 1980).

Through sensitivity training, then, the individual should learn to become authentic, but the training differed

from traditional educational methods in crucial ways. Instead of conveying theoretical knowledge and facts, the aim

was to stimulate a learning process within the domain of emotions, behaviors, and attitudes (Michélsen, 1979, p. 28;

PA‐council, 1973, pp. 8f.). The participants should learn a new way of being through what was referred to as

“experiential learning” in the group sessions: the guidance provided by the course instructors was “directed towards

offering maximum opportunity for everyone in the group to gain new experiences,” as Jonas Kjellin and Åge

Ramsby put it (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 27). The participants were also encouraged and even expected to take

responsibility for their own learning by “engaging” emotionally in their education and adopting a more active,

experimental, and change‐positive approach to themselves and others. This was considered a prerequisite for their

personal development (Barthol, 1971, p. 50; Dahlberg, 1970, pp. 16, 23; Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, pp. 15f.). Arne

Derefeldt emphasized that the courses “offer great learning opportunities for the participants. How these

opportunities are then utilized is in most cases up to the particular individual” (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 29, see also

Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 58).

As already noted, a common synonym for sensitivity training was “laboratory training,” which meant “all the

activities that take place within a deliberately constructed learning situation,” often lasting for 1 or 2 weeks, at some

residence far away from the participants’ home environment (Lennung, 1972, p. 4, see also Derefeldt, 1975, p. 9).

The participants were divided into smaller training groups, the so‐called “T‐groups,” led by psychologists specially

educated in sensitivity training. The aim of these sessions was to encourage the unmediated exchange of emotions

and reactions among group members “regarding the current situation ‘Here and Now’ […]. This is what we refer to

as work in the group” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 8). A central purpose of the T‐group sessions was that the

emotional expressions should be as authentic and honest as possible. The sensitivity trainer Arne Derefeldt

described a T‐group session as a situation where each participant begins to ask for, give and receive opinions from

the others more openly and uprightly, with the “emotions directly expressed” (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 19). The

emotional competence that was trained in the T‐group was thus not of the same kind that Eva Illouz summarizes in

her research on “emotional capitalism”; in sensitivity training, it was not emotional control that was encouraged, but

the opposite: emotional liberation and authentic communication (Illouz, 2008, pp. 95–104; Illouz, 2007, pp. 62–67).

The aim was to get the participants to “be themselves,” that is, to show what was referred to as “subject‐close”

behavior and to let go of their usual “roles”—something that would also be facilitated by isolation from colleagues,

families, habits, and routines in their accustomed environment (Lennung, 1972, pp. 36–38). Conversations about
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the participants’ status, titles, lifestyles, or economic assets were to be avoided. Another important principle was

that the T‐groups should be characterized by a psychologically safe and tolerant environment that would enable the

participants to “experiment” and take risks with themselves, thereby gaining new experiences (Kjellin &

Ramsby, 1972, p. 11; Lennung, 1972, p. 39). The role of the trainer was to act as an ambassador for the ideals

of authenticity, experimentation, and acceptance (Dahlberg, 1970, p. 9; Lennung, 1972, p. 39).

In this unconventional “laboratory,” the participants’ emotional reactions to each other's behaviors were

referred to as “feedback,” a term taken from cybernetic theories developed during the 1940s and 1950s

(Bröckling, 2008; Elberfeld, 2011, pp. 118–121). The very basis of sensitivity training was the idea that as long as

the feedback that the group members gave each other was completely honest and sincere, that is, an authentic

reflection of what they really felt and thought in the present moment, then the participants could increase their

“self‐awareness,” “self‐insight,” or “self‐knowledge” (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 29; Michélsen, 1979, p. 26). The own self—

its way of “functioning” in relation to others, and its “attitudes, thoughts, and feelings”—was constituted as an object

of knowledge, which could be revealed and observed owing to the feedback from the T‐group (Dahlberg, 1970,

p. 5). The laboratory metaphor helped to construct sensitivity training as serious, investigative, or even scientific

work, in which the participant simultaneously occupied the position of researcher subject and study object: “The

participant is himself a researcher, observer and experimental subject in all contexts. In the special environment that

a laboratory constitutes, the participant has the opportunity to observe, diagnose and experiment with his own

behavior and analyze his own and others’ group behavior” (Dahlberg, 1970, p. 5, see also Dahlberg, 1970, p. 18).

The group members were supposed to develop their “sensitivity,” understood to mean perceptiveness,

attentiveness, or awareness of their own and others’ emotional reactions and expressions (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 9;

Kjellin, 1974, p. 141; Stock Whitaker, 1971, p. 73). This was described as important information (another key

concept of cybernetics), “facts” or “data” that one had to take seriously, observe, and acquire specific knowledge of.

“Feelings are facts” was an oft‐repeated motto (Dahlberg, 1970, pp. 16, 18; Derefeldt, 1975, p. 62; Lennung, 1972,

p. 17; Wennberg, 1978, p. 14). At the same time, participants were expected to gain increased insight into the social

interactions between people. They would be trained how to “correctly” read a social situation and learn how to

understand other people's feelings and behaviors, thereby improving their relational competence (Derefeldt, 1975,

p. 64; Kjellin, 1974, p. 141; Michélsen, 1979, p. 11).

The training was designed in such a way that it would produce and intensify emotional reactions. One such

emotion‐intensifying technique was the deliberate lack of structure in the T‐group sessions. It was assumed that

participants often came to the courses with the expectation that they would be faced with a traditional pedagogical

setting. Yet, in the group, the trainer would deliberately avoid the conventional “teacher role” and refrain from

giving the participants any instructions or tasks (Lennung, 1972, p. 21; Wennberg, 1978, 12f.). This was intended to

provoke feelings of frustration, irritation, or even anger among the group members: “The leader, the psychologist, is

at first largely passive. He does not say a word. This irritates many participants and easily provokes an open

aggression in the group. In this way, the group receives ‘fuel’ for its continued work” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 8).

Practical, body‐oriented exercises were used as tools to reinforce emotions. The participants might, for

example, be asked to sit or lie down on the floor, and use their bodies to form a circle, include or exclude each other,

touch each other, fall back into each other's arms, or imitate an animal, an instrument or a tree (Michélsen, 1979,

pp. 118, 302; Pfeiffer & Jones, 1974, pp. 182f., pp. 189–192; Pfeiffer & Jones, 1976, p. 33; Ramsby, 1971). In

newspaper articles about sensitivity training, images of body‐oriented exercises were often used to illustrate the

method, for example by depicting a group of naked men sitting in a circle on the floor, or a group of women tightly

coiled together in a pile. In a column published in Expressen in 1971, the writer described such exercises in the

following way:

In some cases, participants get to start by screaming as loud and as long as they can. Other

psychologists work with nudity. They have found that people who are quickly prompted to take off

their clothes [also] get into the spiritual striptease faster. No protective covers, all are the same.
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Inhibitions collapse./In these nude groups, men and women are mixed. Body contact, kissing and

caressing is allowed, but not intercourse./Some sensi psychologists assert the importance of body

contact./People are usually afraid to touch each other. It can so easily be misunderstood. For this

reason, they are trained to dare to touch and hold each other. This should “reduce the gap between

body and mind.” (Montán, 1971)

Other exercises were also intended to develop the participants’ “nonverbal communication” or “body

language,” a concept that was new to the Swedish language at this time (see, for example, Fast, 1971;

Zetterström, 1971). The instructors were generally skeptical of the verbal communication of emotions, as this was

considered to increase the risk of “intellectualization” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 29). Instead, they encouraged the

participants to make greater use of their body, voice, facial expressions, and movements to express what they felt.

Through these nonverbal exercises, participants would be trained to show emotions such as “fear, horror, disgust,

joy” instead of “dressing them” in words (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 52). The exercises could also involve the

participants trying to express themselves through music, dance, art, and drama (Dahlberg, 1970, p. 11; Pfeiffer &

Jones, 1974, pp. 189–192). The idea that emotional experiences could not be conveyed in words was also

noticeable in the tendency to emphasize the experiences of a sensitivity training course as “impossible” to describe:

“It may be as difficult as describing to a vegetarian how meat tastes” (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 14).

4 | THE CRYING BOSS

Advocates of sensitivity training often stated that it should be offered to large groups of people of both sexes from

different social and professional backgrounds.5 The price tag on the courses would seem to have undermined that

ambition, however: sensitivity training was primarily an education for the elites.6 The sensitivity trainer Arne Derefeldt

admitted that those who attended the courses “often belong to the privileged,” and continued: “By privileged I mean

those who are in some kind of managerial position: this is almost always a matter of senior officials, extremely rarely

people with a tiring shift work” (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 53). In the press, the courses were primarily presented as a

method for leadership training. They were said to make “supervisors better managers through psychic training,”

(Gräslund, 1971) and one writer referred to the method as comprising “those kinds of exercises that young lions in the

middle of their careers are rubbed with on the Canary Islands and Mallorca” (Richter, 1975). That the majority of

managers in this period were men probably goes without saying, but still deserves to be pointed out.

To encourage the executives to develop a softer and more emotional leadership style seems to have been one

of the main goals of the training. However, this new leadership role was perceived as highly controversial in Sweden

at the time. “Through sensitivity training, the village's employers’ association has succeeded in producing a new type

of bank directors who cry every time they have to refuse someone a loan,” sneered one columnist (Sign. Red

Top, 1975b). Of course, the crying boss clashed with traditional perceptions of both leadership and masculinity. The

popular press reported frequently about the startling content of the courses, where executives were giving each

other “animal names” (Sign. Mr. Sansen, 1971) or playing “dogs on the floor” (Aschberg, 1980). Astonishing

incidents, such as when participants “collapsed” during sensitivity training (Gräslund, 1971) or were discovered

“breaking down and crying over their own inadequacy,” did not pass unnoticed in the press (Höglin, 1975, see also

Ramsby, 1970). A number of chronicles and causeries ridiculed the method (Montán, 1971; Sign. “Fimmer,” 1975;

Sign. Pär Cent, 1971; Sign. Red Top, 1975a).

Others associated the technique with more traditional norms of masculinity and leadership, which emphasized

competition and self‐assertion. Under a photograph depicting a group of naked men sitting in a circle, a newspaper

article about the potential risks of the method read: “Completely undressed, figuratively as well as literally, they are

sitting in a circle. They scold each other, insult each other, behave completely without inhibitions. The weak drop

away. But the strong become even stronger, gain greater insight both about themselves and others. This is the way
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to drill an entrepreneur” (Ståhlnacke, 1970). Portrayed as “managers’ ‘carnage training’,” (Ramsby, 1970) a risky and

dangerous method that “broke down” young directors or “led to suicide or collapse” (Boëthius, 1975, see also

Larmén, 1975), the method was also increasingly associated with a reckless experimentation with peoples’ mental

health. Medical doctors warned about the courses, and the National Board of Health and Welfare was appointed to

investigate if the training had caused a case of suicide (Birde, 1975; Dahlin, 1975; Larmén, 1975; Lönnroth, 1975).

To handle the ethical aspects of the controversial method, the PA‐council already in 1971 appointed a working

group to evaluate the method in terms of eventual safety risks and to develop guidelines and restrictions for group

dynamic activities (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 12; PA‐council, 1973).

Whether the critics portrayed sensitivity training as ridiculous or as a kind of Darwinian life‐and‐death struggle,

it is clear that those who defended the method did so as a resource for building a strong emotional community, and

as an important way to achieve softer or more human managerial and male roles that were now described as

necessary for positive organizational development. Supporters of the method, such as Derfeldt, Kjellin, and Ramsby,

engaged in a kind of cultural critique in which they challenged the devaluation of emotions—and the association

between emotions and femininity—said to characterize “our society”:

it is […] often said that “women think with the heart” and men “think with the head.” This is, if

anything, an expression of an “either‐or philosophy”. It is traditionally considered better to think with

the head than with the heart. To be intelligent and intellectual and to be master of one's impulses is

an expression of strength and something that is good. (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 39)

From their perspective, the crying boss had emerged as a new and positive social figure. In two major reports

on the method in Expressen, Åge Ramsby described the, according to him, positive, change that male managers

underwent during a course in sensitivity training. What made the transformation so drastic, Ramsby argued, was

that business leaders in particular were accustomed to “operating according to special rules and in established roles”

(Ramsby, 1972). For this reason, he believed they were in especially great need of the course's “isolated”

environment, where they would be offered an opportunity to experiment with their own behavior without

compromising their reputation. In their book Kort rapport om sensiträning, Kjellin and Ramsby emphasized that “in

society, at work, at home, etc., you risk losing your status, your image, your name and good reputation, etc. if you

give in to your impulses. This is a locking mechanism of human behavior” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 25, see also

Dahlberg, 1970, p. 21). The T‐group's focus on the “here and now” would liberate managers from status markers

and thereby enable them to reveal themselves and show their feelings openly to each other; according to the

report: “The experiences were rough and absolutely fantastic. Seeing tough business leaders sit and cry like

children. Seeing people change, experiencing how the masks were thrown” (Ramsby, 1972). Descriptions of crying

business leaders, and the group members’ attempts to comfort each other, were dominant features of the report: “A

successful person in a very well‐known company broke down during a T‐group session. He cried openly. He was

taken to his bungalow and comforted for several hours” (Ramsby, 1971).

Even though the crying boss was ridiculed in the press, and despite all the harsh criticisms directed at the

method from psychiatrists and medical doctors at the time, sensitivity training still received significant support from

high‐profile actors, such as representatives from SAFs: institute for education (Jonasson, 1975a; Larmén, 1975), the

PA‐council (Aschberg, 1980; Jonasson, 1975b) or company leaders (Jonasson 1975a; Ramsby, 1972). As we

remember, the PA‐council had been founded by the Swedish Employers’ Confederation and also had

representatives from the largest trade union umbrella organizations on its board, which means that it represented

some of the most established, resourceful, and politically influential actors of Swedish society at the time. Why

were these actors so invested in the method and why was sensitivity training assigned a crucial role in the process

of handling some of the most central challenges that the Swedish business sector was facing in the 1970s?
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5 | EMOTIONAL DEMOCRACY AT WORK

The early 1970s witnessed a wave of political reforms unparalleled in Swedish, and possibly global, history, as

Östberg and Andersson have noted, clarifying that “reforms” in this context means the expansion of and

improvements to the welfare state (Östberg & Andersson, 2013, p. 218). Even though many of these reforms were

quite radical—regarding pensions, social insurance, parent insurance, and the expansion of day care for children—

they generally enjoyed broad political support and were well‐anchored in society at the time (Östberg &

Andersson, 2013, pp. 221f.).

There was, however, one area that faced growing political conflict in this period, and that was labor market

policy. The previous decades had been defined by the internationally unique Swedish model of labor market

cooperation, the so‐called “Saltsjöbaden Spirit” (Saltsjöbadsandan), characterized by a consensus‐oriented dialog

between employers and unions and a principle of state nonintervention. In line with this model, even SAF took an

active role in the production of knowledge and the development of new norms concerned with work‐life conditions

—and the foundation of the PA‐council in 1952 was in itself an expression of this. One important question facing

the labor market parties in the postwar period concerned industrial democracy or codetermination in the

workplace. Since the 1940s, the unions had pursued the issue of “industrial democracy,” and from the 1960s

onwards the question grew increasingly important even to SAF, which put together its own policy group on the

democratization of working life in 1961 and collaborated with LO and TCO within the Development Council for

Cooperation (Utvecklingsrådet för samarbetsfrågor), founded in 1966 (Hedin, 2019, pp. 597ff.).

The early 1970s, however, brought about new political frictions. As a response to the radicalization of the trade

unions and a number of strikes by factory workers, the social democratic party intensified its political demands and

began, together with the blue‐collar trade unions, to push for radical change and new legislation regarding work

conditions; the question of worker autonomy was now pursued with greater force, coupled to other—apparently

more radical—demands, such as improvements to the “working environment” and the gradual socialization of

companies through “employee funds” (Hedin, 2019, p. 592, see also Östberg, 2002, pp. 153–155; Wiklund, 2006,

pp. 225–231).7 Over the course of the decade, new legislation was put into place regarding employment protection

(Lag om anställningsskydd; SFS 1974:12), worker autonomy (Lag om medbestämmande i arbetslivet; SFS 1976:580),

and the working environment (Arbetsmiljölag; SFS 1977:1160). Fiercely opposed by the political right, the employee

funds remained controversial; the system introduced in 1984 was much less radical than the original idea. The

conflict surrounding the employee funds has, in retrospect, been interpreted as a major factor in the breakdown of

the Saltsjöbaden spirit in the late 1970s (Hedin, 2015, pp. 64f.; Hedin, 2019, p. 592; Östberg & Andersson, 2013,

pp. 233–235).

This turbulence in labor market policy—and especially the intensified push for increased co‐determination—was

an important context for the introduction of sensitivity training in Sweden. The Development Council for

Cooperation appointed the PA‐council to carry out experimental activities concerned with codetermination in

working life, and it was actually from these activities that the PA‐council began to experiment with group dynamic

methodologies in the late 1960s (SOU, 1973:55, pp. 110f.). In an interview with the daily newspaper Svenska

Dagbladet in 1975, Arne Derefeldt, who was both a sensitivity trainer and director of the PA‐council's office in

Malmö, was asked why “group training, often with elements of group dynamics and sensi[tivity training], has

become so modern and popular.” To this he replied: “The unions have been involved in this push for greater co‐

determination. Political decisions on increased transparency and increased co‐determination have been made.” He

also emphasized that these demands had come “from several political platforms” (Jonasson, 1975b). Derefeldt

argued (in his book on sensitivity training) that the driving force behind the Council's work with group‐dynamic

learning methods was the conviction that the methods would “facilitate both employees and management with the

quite large and difficult adjustment issues” that had to do with “co‐influence and corporate democracy”

(Derefeldt, 1975, p. 67). Many of the training laboratories were concerned with themes such as power, decision‐

making, and leadership within an organization.8
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In this context, advocates of sensitivity training presented their method as a tool for realizing democratic

organizations in practice. They emphasized that formal, structural changes made to increase participation within

organizations would be inefficient if they were not simultaneously supplemented with efforts to change the

“informal” social system—people's relationships, attitudes, feelings, and behaviors (Kjellin & Steen, 1972, p. 6; PA‐

council, 1973, pp. 5, 8). To actualize the ideal of a more democratic organization, they argued that employees would

have to acquire certain relational competences: “I would […] argue that one of the reasons why a number of

attempts at democratization have failed […] is that the need for relationship training for the participants has barely

been taken into account,” Derefeldt maintained (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 67). The emotional abilities and relationship

skills that were trained in the courses were thus constructed as instrumental for the democratization of work. Not

least, the ability to communicate authentically and gain self‐knowledge were emphasized as fundamental

democratic skills:

Group dynamic learning experiences can help people learn to become more authentic and honest,

which in turn promotes a real corporate democratic development. The insight into one's own way of

functioning can give the individuals an increased awareness of their own opportunities and resources

to influence and change their situation. (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 77)

If individuals acquired an increased awareness of their feelings and opinions, this was assumed to make them

independent from an authority, and therefore more resistant to “indoctrination” and manipulation:

The training is thus not focused on conformism, on getting people to submit, cooperate and

compromise at the price of their convictions, as critics often imply. What you are doing instead is to

get people to be themselves, to make their own decisions, gain greater insight behind the

alternatives they ultimately choose. The possibilities for manipulating people who are more

conscious is reduced. What is being attacked is the usual belief in authority. Authorities are being

questioned. (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 54)

In this way, the emotionally aware and authentic individual was understood to be autonomous, independent,

and unafraid of conflict; qualities that were now presented as crucial for democratic competence. To the sensitivity

trainers, the training group represented a society or an organization in miniature, and would thus serve as a tool to

foster the relational and emotional skills that were presented as necessary not only for codetermination at work but

for democratic participation in society in large— the education was expected to restore and expand “the individual's

active involvement as an independent member of society” (Dahlberg, 1970, p. 6. See also Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972,

p. 54). The fact that emotional awareness and authenticity were constructed as fundamental aspects of democratic

competence at this time is something that can be contrasted with earlier conceptions of democratic subjectivity,

where qualities such as intellectual ability, theoretical knowledge, the capacity for rational analysis or critical

thinking, or practical skills such as meeting techniques or how to give a speech were all emphasized instead (e.g.,

Dahlstedt & Olson, 2019, pp. 38–47, 59–68; Edquist, 2017; Gougoulakis, 2001, pp. 130–151).9

That many of the courses in sensitivity training were particularly aimed at managers may seem to contradict the

democratic ideals endorsed by the promoters of the method. I argue, however, that the focus on the emotions and

emotional behaviors of the managers actually points to a specific notion of democracy that underpinned sensitivity

training. The kind of democratic organization that sensitivity training was supposed to give rise to, was not expected

to abolish hierarchies and make managers redundant. Rather, power asymmetries were treated primarily as a

problem arising from the interpersonal interactions of individuals. The training was constituted by a set of ideals and

practices that I have elsewhere termed “emotional democracy” (Tillema, 2021). In contrast to political, economic,

and social democracy, emotional democracy was primarily concerned with the emotional needs and behaviors of

individuals.
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In the context of sensitivity training, “democratization” was thus synonymous with creating an organization

characterized by a specific social and emotional climate, in line with the ideals of the T‐group. A democratic social

climate was, according to this vision, characterized by emotional transparency, authentic communication, and

acceptance of emotions. This resulted in an environment in which concerns that were ordinarily treated as

inseparable from the issue of corporate democracy, such as the establishment of a principle of equality or the

formalization of decentralized decision‐making, faded into the background. Even the—in the 1970s otherwise

intensely debated—issues of economic equality and the imposing of employee funds were not raised in the context

of sensitivity training.

Democratization, in this context, was dependent on the education and cultivation of specific relational and

emotional competencies, especially among company leaders—not on formal institutions or rules that would

guarantee democratic decision‐making (compare with Salman, 2019, p. 656). The organizational change would

result from individual behavioral adjustments (Kjellin, 1974, p. 147; Michélsen, 1979, p. 11). The “sensi‐trained”

boss would ideally have learnt how to problematize hierarchies and his own leadership role and developed certain

emotional and relational competences that were understood as necessary to create this new, specific kind of social

climate. The advocates of the method seem to have assumed that, through the training, the boss would acquire the

skills necessary to encourage and promote certain emotional behaviors and ways of communicating within the

organization, and learn how to create a social climate where people would feel encouraged to be themselves and be

transparent about their opinions and feelings, thereby contributing to change.

The PA‐council's interest in the social or psychological climate of the organization, and the intensified focus on

how work was experienced, was related to the larger debate going on in these years that centered around the

improvement of the work environment, in which not least the “psychosocial environment” of work was increasingly

being problematized, as in the studies conducted by the famous Swedish stress researcher Lennart Levi, head of the

WHO Psychosocial center at Karolinska Institutet in Stockholm (Levi, 1976). Alluding to such wider political debates

and research areas, the proponents of sensitivity training argued that the method was key to the process of creating

a new organization that would satisfy the emotional needs of its employees. Sensitivity training was described as a

solution to a new kind of problem that modern organizations were facing, namely, that the expectations of

employees had changed radically: they now demanded coinfluence, greater independence, and the opportunity for

self‐realization through work—something that put pressure on organizations with more traditional and hierarchical

work environments. It was therefore important for organizations to meet the individual's need to “find satisfaction

through work” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 47, see also Rose, 1996, p. 158). They could do so by paying more

attention to the individual's emotions and interpersonal relations, the promoters of sensitivity training proposed

(Derefeldt, 1975, pp. 72f., 77). The idea was that organizations often failed to do this because through short‐term

thinking they prioritized profitability and efficiency instead of their employees’ job satisfaction (Derefeldt, 1975,

pp. 72f.). Those organizations would do best, Kjellin and Ramsby argued, which could deliver the quality of work

experience that individuals expected. Managers who did not realize the importance of this were described as

“littering problems,” while their attitude was compared to that of old mill towns:

Today, in 1971, we have several examples of managers who have become littering problems — their

organizations have come to a halt and are no longer able to meet the modern individual's

[människans] demands for working methods and working environment. An anachronism or lingering

mill town mentality, where the most important thing is what people [människan] achieve, and less

important how they feel when they do it. (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 57)

According to this vision of the new organization, work should not be a sacrifice or a constraint but rather a

means for improved “quality of life,” something one does out of desire and free will. Within the ideal organization,

the employee would not primarily be someone who sells his time and labor, but would rather be a consumer of
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satisfying, meaningful, and developing tasks and involved in emotionally rewarding workplace relationships

(Derefeldt, 1975, pp. 62, 67f., 77f., compare with Rose, 1999a, pp. 103f.; Rose, 1996, p. 158).

6 | CREATING HUMAN CAPITAL AND FLEXIBLE ORGANIZATIONS

The PA‐council's approach to matters of workplace democracy and the issue of work satisfaction was, however,

met with suspicion by some contemporaries. Already in 1969, before the PA‐council's work with sensitivity training

had got under way, a group of left‐wing activists had published a book entitled Konsten att dressera människor

(“The Art of Taming People”) (1969), in which they criticized industrial psychology in general, and the PA‐council in

particular, for engaging in the psychological manipulation of employees in the service of capitalism. That the council

had been constituted in line with the ideals of labor market cooperation did not matter to these critics, who instead

focused on the fact that the council was actually founded—and partly funded—by SAF (Christiansson et al., 1969,

pp. 120–124). This line of criticism then recurred in the debate about sensitivity training in the 1970s (e.g.,

Jersild, 1970).

One can understand why critics on the left were skeptical about the new training technique. Why would private

companies suddenly be so interested in paying large amounts of money to send their managers to sensitivity

training? What benefits did they see in defending the method in public (Ramsby, 1972), or in referring to sensitivity

training in the marketing of their companies?10 Jens Elberfeld, who has commented on the humanization and

democratization of work life in 1970s West Germany, argues that these reforms were driven exclusively by the

ideological and political interests of the labor movement and decoupled from economic aspirations. He also states

that they were generally counteracted by employers (Elberfeld, 2015, p. 73). As the case of sensitivity training in

Sweden reveals, however, both SAF and the business sector instead seem to have embraced the ideal of

democratic, “human,” and emotionally satisfying organizations. One possible interpretation of this could be that

employers were simply adapting and responding to political demands that were already in the process of being

enforced by the social democratic party and the labor movement. In this case, the business sector's engagement in

the issues of codetermination and work environment could be interpreted as a response to a critique of capitalism

that had originally been formulated by the left—in a way similar to what Boltanski and Chiapello suggest happened

in France during the 1970s and 1980s (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, pp. 36–40, 167–202).

I argue, however, that the business sector's use of sensitivity training in the attempt to create more

(emotionally) democratic and satisfying work organizations should not be reduced to a reactive response or

adaptation to political demands pushed for by the labor movement, or as a concession to avoid strikes and

rebellions from workers. This would obscure the business sector's active role and downplay their economic

interests in this project. As I will demonstrate in the following, sensitivity training—with its new visions of the

working subject, and of participation and leadership in work organizations—was based on theories of economic

efficiency and competitiveness that were new to Sweden at this time, and which were centered around a new

conception of what constituted capital in modern organizations: namely, the human being, understood as an

individual with emotional needs and capacities.

Sensitivity training was presented as means for creating an organization where “the needs of the individual and

the organization do not have to be in opposition to each other” (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 5, compare with Salman, 2019,

p. 660). If managers and decision‐makers could be convinced to value the individual employee's work experience

higher, not only would their employees be happier but also the organizations themselves would benefit

economically, and also survive the transition to a new, postindustrial economy: “In the postindustrial society, the

quality of social, human relations will be one of the most important goals,” as Kjellin and Ramsby stated (Kjellin &

Ramsby, 1972, p. 57). An organization that understood how to improve its employees’ work experiences—not least

by creating a more human and democratic social climate—could better utilize the “human resources” that it

harbored. Group dynamic methods were thus described as crucial for “making the most of the main asset of

314 | TILLEMA

 15206696, 2023, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/jhbs.22240 by U

ppsala U
niversity K

arin B
oye, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [06/09/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



business: the human resources” (Björsne & Navaeus, 1974, p. 3). In particular, the emotions of individuals were

described as an “unexploited resource” both within many organizations and in society at large: “We are often

sufficiently trained to use the intellect. But by overlooking or underestimating our emotions and our will, our ability

to utilize our own and others’ resources are limited,” Derefeldt argued (Derefeldt, 1975, p. 9). These “resources that

lie unused in the individual human being” could, according to Kjellin and Ramsby, be “activated through a minimum

of support at the right time and in the right context” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, p. 50). The appreciation of these

“human resources” was related to a changing view “of the human role in the system,” they argued, and could now be

seen “as the fundamental and most important assets to an organization” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, pp. 46f.).

The emotional and relational competences acquired through the course were not only said to make the

participants more efficient and productive members of their working teams (Dahlberg, 1970, p. 18;

Wennberg, 1978, p. 14) but they were also presented as means with which to improve the organization's capacity

for change. Sensitivity training would help organizations to integrate their need for continuous renewal, with the

individual's psychological striving for self‐realization and self‐development (Kjellin & Steen, 1972, p. 3; PA‐

council, 1977, p. 5). An underlying assumption was that the increased capacity of being authentic, acquired through

the training, would counteract rigidity, fear of authority, role confinement, conformity, and obedience. Learning to

be authentic, according to this logic, thus meant developing one's flexibility and willingness to change and one's

openness toward “experimenting” with oneself by reconsidering one's values and attitudes. In this way, group

dynamics was presented as a means with which to avert the threat of stagnation, revitalizing the organization and

making it more resilient both in a rapidly changing society and in the transition to a new economy in a time

characterized by “accelerating change”—technological, economical, societal, and political (Björsne & Navaeus, 1974,

p. 6).11 Therefore, an “unreservedly negative attitude towards sensitivity training” in the management of companies

could be “as dangerous” as an “unreservedly positive” attitude, Kjellin and Ramsby argued and emphasized that

“security will in the future lie in each individual's inner readiness for change. In short: a demand that people become

stronger and more independent of established patterns” (Kjellin & Ramsby, 1972, pp. 47f., see also Derefeldt, 1975,

p. 64; PA‐council, 1973, p. 17).

Organizations that encouraged individual self‐development—for example, by the use of group dynamics—were

described as exemplary. In a text on organizational development, it was emphasized that a person “does not have

any given and fixed qualities once and for all, but is rather in a process of development,” and that this process “can

be stimulated by a good organization and of course hampered by a bad organization. Creating an organization in

which the individual can liberate as much of his resources as possible, should therefore be something to strive for”

(Kjellin & Steen, 1972, pp. 7f.). This organizational ideal had much in common with the contemporary systems

theorists’ vision of the “open system” (compare with Rose, 1999a, p. 107). The goal was that the organization, by

supporting the individual's personal development, would create conditions for a continuous, self‐sustained process

of organizational change: “The aim [of the group dynamic education] is […] not to bring about a one‐time change.

The goal is instead for the process of change to become self‐sustaining, constantly adapted to new conditions

within and outside the organization” (PA‐council, 1977, p. 4). In this way, sensitivity training contributed to the

formation of human capital and the emergence of the lean, flexible, or, to use another term, “agile,” organizations

that would later be described as fundamental to the knowledge‐based economies of the late 20th century (e.g.

Moreira, 2017; Sushil & Stohr, 2014).

7 | CONCLUSION

This article has explored the introduction of sensitivity training in the work life of 1970s Sweden, with the aim of

exploring the politics involved in this process. Using theoretical perspectives developed within the field of

governmentality studies, I have analyzed how proponents of the method argued for its value, how it was supposed

to change both individuals and organizations, and what political rationalities saturated the project.
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The method was primarily used within the business sector to foster a new, more emotional, and authentic

leadership style. Through emotionally intensifying techniques, participants were encouraged to develop emotional

awareness along with a capacity for authentic self‐expression and emotional liberation. It was also expected that

they would actively strive toward personal self‐renewal and self‐realization. In this way, the competences and

attitudes fostered within sensitivity training differed essentially from the focus on emotional control that Illouz has

highlighted as crucial to “emotional capitalism.” Sensitivity training, instead, had much in common with the

therapeutic discourses and practices of individual liberation that in previous research have been described as

intimately associated with the countercultural movements of the 1960s. However, the role of the PA‐council, SAF's

institute for education, journalists, business leaders, and private companies engaged in the launching of sensitivity

training in Sweden suggests that the distinction between mainstream and counter‐culture, which is frequently

applied in the historiography and which has structured earlier analyses of similar phenomena, is hardly helpful in

understanding the case of sensitivity training. Instead, I argue that the widespread interest in this technique

demonstrates that the project of “liberating the subject” in the years around 1970 was not restricted to the

politically leftwing, counter‐cultural sphere, and their associated social movements, but should rather be

understood as a socially more well‐established and politically more complex phenomenon.

Introduced in a period characterized by intense political conflict in the sphere of work, its proponents—mostly

psychologists working for the PA‐council—described sensitivity training as an important means with which to

reform Swedish work organizations. The method was particularly related to the political issue of codetermination in

work life that was being pushed with intensified force by the social democratic party and the trade unions at the

time. In this context, the new, sensitive manager was presented as a key figure in the realization of the democratic,

“human” organization, which prioritized job satisfaction and the working environment of its employees. In the

writings on sensitivity training, the “democratic organization” became synonymous with an organization

characterized by a distinct psychological climate in which the ideals and practices of emotional awareness,

experimentation, authentic communication, and possibilities for self‐realization had a prominent place. The

emotional and relational competences and attitudes fostered within sensitivity training were now being described

as crucial for making organizations democratic in practice.

In embracing the new training technique the business sector was not merely responding and adapting to the

criticisms and demands formulated by the left, as Boltanski and Chiapello would perhaps have suggested. Rather, I

have highlighted that the active role of the business sector in engaging with sensitivity training should be

understood in light of the new conception of capital that the PA‐council and advocates of sensitivity training helped

to introduce. Even though the term “human capital” was not used in the writings on sensitivity training, the training

itself was presented as a means by which a company could better exploit and profit from the “human resources”

that it harbored. The concept of “human resources” clearly referred to a notion of the individual human being as a

form of capital that had to be nurtured and cared for in a particular way if it was to grow and reach its full potential.

According to this view, the individual's active striving toward development and self‐realization—which could be

fostered and encouraged through the right kind of management—should be reconciled with the organization's need

for renewal in the market competition. Emotional awareness, the ability to achieve authentic self‐expression and

the need for self‐actualization and self‐development were, in the writings on sensitivity training produced by the

PA‐council, turned into economic assets for modern organizations. In this way, the interparty PA‐council's

engagement with sensitivity training can be interpreted as an attempt to bridge the increasing conflict between the

trade unions and the employers’ confederation in this period, by marketing the method as a solution to the

problems of both democratization and economic efficiency.

Based on a conception of human capital, and designed in a way that was supposed to activate individuals in a

project of self‐improvement, sensitivity training clearly represented what in governmentality studies would be

called a neoliberal technology of government (Bröckling, 2016, pp. 48–54; Foucault, 2004, pp. 219–233). In

previous research, however, this specific governing rationality is usually not associated with the social democratic

welfare states of the 1970s, but is generally treated as a later phenomenon and coupled to the emerging enterprise
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culture of the 1980s. This has led to the impression that this specific mode of government chronologically followed

—and was intimately connected to—a neoliberal political shift emanating from the USA and Britain. In the Swedish

context, the emergence of this governmentality is often said to have had its breakthrough in the 1990s, following a

neoliberal turn in Swedish welfare politics (Dahlstedt, 2009, pp. 17–22; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2014, p. 172;

Jansson, 2018, pp. 132–134). This article has revealed that the technologies of governing that in retrospect can be

denoted as neoliberal were in fact introduced into Swedish work life at a much earlier date and partly coupled with

other political processes than one would usually expect—such as that of democratization and the humanization of

work. The advocates of the method combined a new vision of emotional democracy in the workplace with an

economic rationality that treated the emotional and self‐actualizing human being as a new kind of capital for

businesses. In this discursive constellation, both democracy at work and economic efficiency and competitiveness

were said to be dependent on the emotional sensitivity, authenticity, and flexibility of the individual. That this shift

in governing rationality actually happened earlier than has usually been argued means that its establishment—and

the conceptualizations of lean organizations, human capital, and emotional satisfaction through work that

underpinned it—should be treated as an important cultural infrastructure for the later economic and political

developments in Sweden, rather than being reduced to the effects of precisely those changes.
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ENDNOTES
1 This article builds and expands on empirical materials and findings from my doctoral dissertation: Tillema (2021).

2 Since all the empirical materials are in Swedish, I have translated the quotes from Swedish to English.

3 Publications dealing with organizational development more generally have sometimes also been included as
complementary sources.

4 The role of Ramsby is somewhat confusing in this case. As a journalist, he sometimes published rather negative articles
on sensitivity training (Ramsby, 1970), but as the coauthor of Kort rapport om sensiträning, he seemed positive toward the
new training technique; a position also reflected in his two major reports about the method in the evening tabloid
Expressen (Ramsby, 1971, 1972).

5 See, for example, PA‐rådet [PA‐council]. Laboratorium i Åre 5–14 april 1973: Innefattande gruppdynamisk träning samt

inlärnings‐och övningsprogrammet kroppsupplevelse – aktiverad avspänning, [uncatalogued leaflet, National Library,
Stockholm]. (1973).

6 The course fee alone was about SEK 2000, to which costs for travel and accommodation were added. This meant that
the total cost was estimated to be something between SEK 3000 and 4000 per participant. See, for example, PA‐rådet
[PA‐Council], Sensitivitetsträningslaboratorium på Gran Canaria 16‐23 januari 1972, [uncatalogued leaflet, National
Library, Stockholm]. See also Ramsby (1971, p. 4). An average industrial worker's salary in 1970 was SEK 50–60 a day,

and a promoted official earned approx. SEK 70,000 per year. See Lars O. Lagerqvist (2011, p. 151).

7 Employee funds, or wage earner funds, were proposed as a means to increase the influence of employees in the private
sector, as each year a proportion of company profits would be transferred – as shares – to funds managed by the trade
unions. (Östberg & Andersson 2013, 233).

8 See PA‐rådet [PA‐council]. Makt auktoritet beroende: “Individ‐och grupputveckling”. Sensitivitetsträningslaboratorium Åre

17–23 mars 1974, [uncatalogued leaflet, National Library, Stockholm]; PA‐rådet [PA‐council]. Makt auktoritet beroende:

Minilaboratorium sensitivitetsträning 19–22 sept 1973, [uncatalogued leaflet, National Library, Stockholm]; PA‐rådet
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[PA‐council]. Samnordisk kurs för högre chefer: Individ – organisation – chefsroller – samhälle/Åre 15–22 mars 1975,
[uncatalogued leaflet, National Library, Stockholm].

9 Cohen‐Cole has described how open‐mindedness and intellectual abilities were constructed as essential elements of
democratic selfhood in the United States during the cold war period, and how the academic personified this ideal
(Cohen‐Cole, 2014, pp. 253–260).

10 See Unsign. (1971).

11 PA‐rådet [PA‐council]. Ledar‐, organisationsutveckling sensitivitetsträning: Finland 18–27 okt 1973, [uncatalogued leaflet,
National Library, Stockholm]; PA‐rådet [PA‐council]/EIT. Organizational development: International laboratory in group

dynamics Aug. 31–Sept. 7 1974, [uncatalogued leaflet, National Library, Stockholm].
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