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Abstract 

 

We  are presenting in the form of case study the experiences and results of community, social 

and  voluntary work  aimed at helping children and adolescents with psychosocial problems. 

Our aim is to show twenty  years (from  1975  to  1996) of development of ideas and forms of 

practical help which  led  us  from  spontaneous dissatisfaction  with  social  circumstances to 

ever more flexible and successful  organizational  forms  of cooperation among voluntary and 

professional workers (helpers) and users (children, adolescents and families which if left alone 

cannot satisfy all the needs of care and upbringing of children with special needs).  We describe  

our theoretical development which was particulary stimulated with systems theory and second  

order cybernetics.  We discovered new possibilities of psychosocial and mutual help in and  

through  conversation, especially  through  self-help group(s) for volunteers.  On one hand we 

developed  better  formal  structure  (for  example we established the nonprofit, charity 

Association for voluntary and psychosocial help) and  on the other better possibilities for 

autopoietic process which brings forth constant novelties, surprises  and adventures. 

 

 

 

1. Name of project and date of establishment 

 

The  project  began  with  so called Therapeutic colonies for children  and  adolescents  with  

psychosocial problems  in  the years 1975 and 1976 and continued with so called 

Sociotherapeutic summer camps   which  we were organizing in cooperation with boy scout's 

organization until 1989. In the recent years our  activities have  grown into an independent 

nonprofit, charity Association for voluntary and psychosocial  help,  called "Odmev" 

("Echo"). 

 

Our first project in 1975 was born out of dissatisfaction with praxis of educational institutions  
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(schools, college  -  especially with their treatment of children with special needs). At that time it  

represented  a specific form of rebelion against: 

 

-  the  leading  ideology  which didn't allow uncontrolled activities  for  which  people  with  

problems themselves would give initiatives; 

-  unflexible  distribution  of  professional roles in which the assignment of  social  work  

was  mostly administrative, i.e. realization of state's social policies; 

- black and white judgements of behavior and expression of young people. 

 

At the beginning our work was designed as an antiauthoritarian educational action-research 

project. But step by step the new quality of social relationship network evolved among 

volunteers and children and often there were big changes in their personal development. 

 

Our basic activity are (these activities are still going on) so called Sociotherapeutic Summer 

Camps.  Every year  since  1977  around  30 volunteers or more  (mostly  psychologists,  

medical  doctors,  psychiatrists, teachers,  educators, social workers, social pedagogues, nurses, 

but also electronic  ingeneers,  physicists and  others  and  students of all professions mentioned 

above) have spent 14 days to 1  month  camping  with troubled  children and adolescents (for 

example children with emotional and conduct disorders,  hyperkinetic and  autistic  children,  

drug addicts, delinquent adolescents, schizophrenic  and  developmental  disorders etc.).  These  

children  (around  one  third  of all of the children who  come  to  the  Camp)  were  mostly 

therapeuticaly treated in pedopsychiatric services (clinic or counceling centers). On the Camp 

also "normal" children  were  included who never went to the psychiatrist or psychologist for 

help, and  children  of  the "staff"  members (i.e. volunteers). The Camp takes place during 

summer holydays in nature (in the forest  or near  lakes or rivers). Around 50 kids come every 

year, and their age is from 7 to 18 years. Around  15  new kids  come every year, a big part of 

children come 4 times (4 years repeteadly). Every year also some  adult patients  join (for 

example psychiatric clients with different kind of psychotic disorders).  The  principal 

methodology is group work connected with action research. The goal is to establish a 

therapeutic milieu  for all the participants of the Camp (volunteers included). 

 

The  time schedule is: waking up (mostly with music), morning gymnastic, breakfast, cleaning 

and scoring  of tents,  the  whole camp group meeting, basic groups (two or three staff members 

with 5 to  8  children  work together  to  develop  some  project;  the  accent  is  on  personal,  

emotional  relationships  and   group interactions),  lunch,  meeting of the staff members (at the 

same time rest for the  children),  groups  for learning different skills (orientation in nature, 

dance, theater, drawing, sport, swimming, alpinism and  so on),  supper,  singing by the fire, 

group games, sleeping. We organize also excursions,  "free"  living  and sleeping in nature, "day 

of love", "indian day" (for the whole camp in the sense of the revival of  Indians' spiritual  

tradition), Indian sauna, big fires with cultural programs for the whole group.  The  experiences 

are mostly very intensive both for the children and the volunteer staff members which bring to 

everyone much new learning. 

 

Beside  our Camps we developed many other activities so it is better to talk about a network  of  

activities (Camp being one of them) or social movement which has developed a certain 

autonomy. 
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2. Guiding philosophy of project leadership 

 

At the beginning of our work in 1975 the following concepts were of great importance: 

 

-  group  dynamics: processes in a group cannot be dictated because they are result  of  the  

interaction among group members; 

- democracy: the leader must acknowledge the majority opinions; 

-  equality:  the same rules and norms apply for all participants in our activities; we realized  

that  a mutual agreement among children and adults (i.e. volunteers) about rules of behavior 

and communication in our little community was possible; we were refusing to use usual 

forms of educator's authority; 

- no punishment: punishing is senseless because it cannot contribute to the development of 

creative forms of behavior and participation. Punishing also contradicts the idea of equality; 

-  supporting  spontaneous expressions of phantasies, opinions and initiatives for  

activities,  offering opportunities  for  play and various forms of psychodrama as a 

possibility of expressing oneself  and  of reflecting upon interpersonal processes; 

- when the cooperation with scout's organization started we added to these principles also 

the importance of  being in touch with nature, the importance of border line, deep 

existential experiences (for  example experiences of great loneliness and basic fear in a big 

forest during a thunderstorm) and the  importance of  work (for example preparing food or 

fire, cleaning tents), creative activities (for example  drawing, dance, theatre, music) and 

various skills (for example orientation in nature, pitching a tent). 

 

Gradually,  a  more  complex  philosophy developed. An important turning point in  the  

development  of  the philosophy of our organization was the idea of autopoiesis (self-

organization and self-production) of social systems. It became even more important when 

numerous unsolvable conflicts escalated among us (coworkers) and they could be solved neither 

by competition who is stronger (since none of the subgroups could force another to change their 

views and opinions), nor could one subgroup exclude another. Luhmann's explanation of  self-

reference  of  a social system offered us a possible way to solve our problem.  Systems  theory  

essentially expanded our possibilities to  depict and comprehend the development of relations 

and autonomy in groups  as relationship systems. Niklas Luhmann explains the problem of 

autonomy with various levels of  self-reference attained by a social system (N. Luhmann, 1986, 

pp. 600 - 604). 

 

1. Basic self-reference denotes distinction between elementariness of events and a relation, in 

which it  is constituted.  We  can  say of our action group that basic self-reference presented itself  

in  the  form  of conversation  about our independence. Fritz Simon chose the following thoughts 

from G. Ch.  Lichtenberg  for the epigraph of his book: 

 

"Instead  of  saying "I think", we should be saying "it thinks" (Es denkt), whereby "it" is  

used  in exactly the same way as in "it lightens" (Es blitzt)." (F. B. Simon, 1990, p. 2) 

 

To comprehend self-reference of a system, it is important that "it thinks". That which is thought 

or  talked about should not only be a realization of freedom of thought and speech but an 

essential self-dependence. It is  namely  a necessary condition for self-thinking, if man is to be 
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responsible for events  in  the  social system.  It  has  always turned out that we experience 

independence as self-dependence  (self  =  component, dependence  =  relation).  This was 

evident in our relations to various institutions, where  we  easily  and unanimously  agreed that 

"we must take the standpoint..." The idea of independence was, therefore, not  just wishful 

thinking, but a reality in our everyday interpersonal communication. 

 

2.  Reflexiveness  as  processual  self-reference means that the self-reference of  a  system  is  

based  on distinguishing between preceding and successive elementary events. Some years ago 

the nickname "the socials" was  attached to all professional and volunteer co-workers by the last 

leadership of the scout  organization in  which these volunteers collaborated. However, some 

members of this subgroup ("the socials"),  used  this same  nickname  for  those  professional and 

volunteer co-workers who identified  themselves  with  the  new leadership  (of  milieu  

therapeutic project) and with the ideas of therapeutical work.  When  we  tried  to clarify  how  a  

subgroup  of "the socials" became a constitutive part of  the  historical  process  of  the 

development  of our work, we came across a frequent intolerance, which signified fear to 

consider our  self-reference as a real process with its own history. 

 

3.  The  highest  level  of self-reference is reflexion, based on distinguishing between  a  group  

and  the environment.  "It  is only in the case of reflexion that self-reference suits the 

requirements  of  systemic reference."  (Luhmann,  1988,  pp.  601).  This implies that  self-

dependence  acquires  a   systemic  self-preservation form. Systemic self-reference particularly 

comes to light when the environment is not  prepared to accept self-description ie. self-labelling 

of the relationship system. In self-referential systems  which have attained the above mentioned 

high level of autonomy certain activities develop which enable members  of other social systems 

in the environment to acknowledge the rights of autonomous system to have its own self-

labelling. 

 

The  current philosophy of our organization could be expressed with the principles which have 

been given  to us by Graham Barnes: 

 

-  Each  community is an experiment in living. This means that each day it encounters  new  

problems.  In interpersonal  conversations we can search for solutions of the problems that 

life in a community  brings forth.  The validity of certain solutions is shown only in life of a 

community in which all members  protect each other as they step (climb) forward into the 

unknown. 

 

-  Each  community  is a laboratory for the state and for itself. The meaning of the  

functioning  of  an organization  is  shown in the ballanced relationship between its 

usefulness for itself  (for  our  small community) and its usefulness for the broader 

community (science, social care, families, commune, state). 

 

We  discovered  the ballanced relationship mentioned above especially through the  self-help  

principle.  We discovered  that in a way we, volunteers, helpers also belong to the forgotten four-

fifths. One of the  main discoveries  in our twenty years' venture is that we found big areas of 

forgotten  capacities,  experiential possibilities  not only in our clients but also in ourselves. The 

beauty of our venture is the fact that  if we wanted to help some of forgotten children we had to 

awake our sleeping (forgotten about) capacities,  but also  wounds. To do this it was necessary 
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that we also worked through our forgotten pains,  dissapointments. The  so-called mentally ill 

people are not only forgotten because of their problems but also because of  our problems (i.e. of 

us who could help). If a helper wants to find new possibilities to help troubled  children it is 

often necessary that he or she opens his or her eyes (and other senses) in a new way, to 

remember what was  forgotten.  When  the helper is brave enough to remember his/her own pain  

he/she  can  understand  the suffering  of  children in a new way. Then the suffering children are 

not on the other (sick) side  but  you find out that we are on the same boat of human suffering. 

We also forget about the suffering people  because it is too painful to really meet them, to 

empathise with them. So, if the helper wants to help children in a new,  more  empathetic way, 

s/he must also help himself or herself. In our project there was  practicaly  no exception  to this 

rule. Especially while camping no volunteer could hide his or her personal  problems.  So after  

1991 during every camping everyone has been participating in the volunteers groups for self-

help  and during the year after camping many did so.  

 

 

3. Nature of group participation 

 

We  realized  that  each  activity should start with an agreement among all the  participants  on  

the  Camp (professionals,  children  and  adolescents, volunteers and adult users).  The  term   

agreement  ecompasses planning the activities and forming (informing, expressing opinions, 

discussing) the rules of  communication and  behavior.  Each  agreement means only a step in the 

development of activities. Using  a  metaphor  from chess,  we  could  say  that  an agreement 

enables the opening moves  which  are  transparent  for  all  the participants in the 

communication. If the further development of an activity opens new dimensions,  numerous 

phenomena  will  soon occur which we have not predicted. It is important that in such cases  

especially  the experts  keep in mind that they are responsible for their own views of a situation, 

for their  understanding and  their  functioning.  In a community, learning is possible only when 

all  participants  are  aware  that everyone can make mistakes which can be understood only in 

the process of self-reflection. We realized  that instead  of  trying to remove or eradicate 

problematic forms of behavior we should ask  ourselves  time  and again,  what  might  be  the 

possible positive side effects of problematic  behavior.  On  the  other  hand, considering  actions  

which  seem  undoubtedly positive  (personal  self-sacrifice,  successful  therapeutic actions,  

successful  achievements which have a broader social meaning, like achievements in  research  

work etc.) we must always ask ourselves, which might the negative side effects be, too. 

 

Once  we ascribed at the beginning of our work the major importance to the notions of  

"unauthoritarian  and free  education",  we  shouldn't  be  surprised  that the greatest variety  of  

opinions  in  our  group  of participants  occured in relation to this very notions. Each attempt to 

unify the various concepts  of  free education  necessarilly  brought  us  into a double bind 

situation. With  help  of  Luhmann's  theory  about different  levels of self-reference and Pask's 

conversation theory we began to see the whole process from  a different  perspective. We 

realized that we can not only allow, but even support the diversity of  opinions. It is important to 

develop a sensitivity for a switch into meta-communication (to talk about how we talk, to think  

about how we think, to understand different understanding of the same situation etc.) each  time  

the differences  of opinions in a group become hard to bear. In the process of meta-

communication members  of  a group  develop a sense of responsibility for their own 

understanding of others. When this if  fulfilled  the group  can  for  example also develop a 
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common theoretical definition of the  term  "free  education".  Such definition  can  represent  the  

main part of a self-image of a whole  organization,  while  differences  in opinions  and  thinking  

are revealed when our work, our specific activities are  being  discussed.  In  the practical  

realization  of  "free  education" nobody can impose his or her  own  concepts  with  theoretical 

arguments. 

 

The search for orientation within a group is a process akin to individual identity development. 

Group events could,  in  the  systems  theory language, be described  as  interwoven  self-

referential  processes,  which gradually  lead  to  the  design of group identity as a social 

subsystem, and hence  create  a  space  which represents an autonomous frame for spontaneous 

human interactions. A system which enables the development of self-confidence  and creates its 

own constructions about the purpose of its own existence, develops  between the  two  layers  

(the  layer  of the social system and the layer  of  spontaneous  interactions).  In  this 

developmental  process,  the  social systems can close themselves in the sense  that  they  require  

neither external  stimulation nor acknowledgements for their functioning. Social systems can be 

autopoietic  systems and produce components for developing their own identity or selfhood. 

This means that they are autonomous in evaluating  the  sense of their own activities. According 

to Niklas Luhmann, the social  system  can  attain autonomy  in the sense of functional self-

reflexiveness, only when satisfactory cooperation  is  established between  the Alter (Other) and 

the Ego (Self) aspect. Luhmann derives this from Talcott Parsons' concepts: 

 

"Parsons's starting point is that there can be no activity, if Alter is dependent upon the 

actions of Ego and if Ego wishes to rely on Alter for its actions." (T. Parsons, 1976, p. 

507) 

 

Luhmann explains the solution of this problem in accordance with the laws of double 

contingency. That is  to say  that in a field which is on one hand limited by "must" and on the 

other hand by "impossible",  a  group may  freely  give  autonomous answers of its own 

choosing, depending on the internal play  between  the  two subsystems.  We think that the self-

referential closure of the social system enables a clear  perception  of the  external  environment  

and  internal  processes in the social system itself.  The  first  step  in  the development of the 

social system as an autopoietic entity probably sets in when people making up the  system realize  

the  possibility of Alter-native functioning i.e. when they give up the idea of a  machine  with  a 

specialized  production function,  maintained and defined outside the social system  itself.  Self-

reference then develops as the group members'ability to open up, within the self-referential 

framework of the  system, dilemmas  which are structured as the double bind communication 

patterns. We believe that this  is  possible only  when  a  group  as a social system develops 

enough autonomy for group  members  to  resist  (at  least temporarily) the social power myth in 

group intern  interactions. 

 

 

4. Scale considerations (size, growth) 

 

We  are growing (developing more acitivities; that means that our growth is more intensive  than  

extensive) but at the same time we keep saying to ourselves: Small and slow is beautiful! We are 

careful about the now-a-days  leading  philosophy of "progress", where progress is seen as 

undoubtedly positive.  The  autopoietic perspective  is a different one. It is critical concerning the 



7 

imperative that is so common in  the  western culture:  Something is good, more is better. Every 

success can develop in this dangerous direction.  And  we were  quite  successful in our work, so 

we find ourselves in a constant danger not to try  to  maximize  our positive results. From 1975 

around 1600 children and adolescents and around 600 volunteers were included  in our different 

activities. Our work is quite known all over Slovenia. In the statute of our organization Echo we 

have formal possibilities to grow in a national organization. At the moment our organization has 

only one center,  only  one  core group in our capital city Ljubljana but our clients are practicaly  

from  all  over Slovenia and we are collaborating with institutions from all over Slovenia. 

 

The most active part of organization is about 20 people. They carry most of the responsibilities. 

Slowly  we are  introducing  a board of directors. The most important activities or projects  are:  

traditional  summer camps  for  troubled children, newly introduced family camps, social culture 

work (for  example  excursions, social  meetings,  school help) and counseling-therapeutic work 

(with individuals and families)  during  the year,  self  help  groups for volunteers and for 

children, study group called Cybernetics  of  Helping  Professions,  dance self-experience group, 

mentorship for (unexperienced) volunteers, supervision and  intervision groups, research, 

publications (newsletter), library, fund raising, lobbying. 

 

 

5. Administration / management / financing system 

 

This element represents the weak point of our organization, although we are making a slow 

progress, too.  We are improvising most of this work. We have neither our own office, secretary 

or computer. The rooms for  our meetings  are given to us free by School of Social Work in 

Ljubljana. Till 1991, we practicaly did not  have any  financial support from outside. There were 

no fees for coworkers (they were even donors),  we  received some donations in the form of 

equipment. After the democratic change in Slovenia in 1991 there are many  new foundations  

which offer financial support to voluntary organizations. Ministry of Labour, Social  Care  and 

Family  is giving us the most important part of financial support during last three years (we 

spend for  our activities  around  15.000  US$  pro year). Many parents pay (at least partly; it is  

also  good  for  their appreciation  of  our work) for own expensesthe for their children (for 

example for  food,  shelter,  travel costs  etc.). We get some money through Centers for Social 

Work which form a rich network all over  Slovenia and  send many troubled children to us. We 

get very little from bussiness firms. In this field we  are  much too  passive.  Fund raising is a 

new topic for us. Our administration is kept at the  simplest  level.  Most communications are 

through personal contact and by phone. 

 

 

6. Entrepreneurship / innovation systems 

 

We  are quite innovative in the development of our methodology of help activities and in the 

development  of theoretical frames of our research work. We can broadly speak about four main 

periods: 

 

- 1975-76 - action-sociological construction of research problem and nonauthoritarian-

group approach; 

- 1977-80 - the period of fast growth,  organizational changes and theoretical chaos; 
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- 1980-85 - the influence of dynamic psychiatry as a therapeutic approach and as a social 

movement; 

 -  1986-96 - the influence of systems theory and second order cybernetics as a metatheory  

and  approach based on self-organization (autopoiesis) and self-help. 

 

Out  of  these  activities we established in 1992 (after the democratic shift in 1991  the  new  

legislation offered  this possibility in 1992 and we immediately took it) also a private enterprise  

called  Autopoiesis which  is offering systemic counseling, supervision, group training and 

seminars. So we formed  a  triangle: state  institutions  (where  most of coworkers are employed - 

for example School of  Social  Work),  private profit  enterprise  Autopoiesis  and voluntary, 

non-profit association "Echo". This triangle  enables  us  a better viability and much more 

innovation.  

 

The  responses  of different institutions to troubled children and adolescents aren't flexible  

enough  many times.  If  we  formulate this in the frame of Ashby's law of requisite variety  -  the  

institutions  don't produce enough variety of responses to match the variety of clients' problems. 

So many troubled children and adolescents  are  left  in an empty space and forgotten. The 

development  of  our  self-organized  volunteer organization  is  an example of a new set of 

responses (with increasing variety) on a small  scale  to  this unmatched  variety.  We wanted and 

we had to develop something new. So in twenty years of our work  we  were discovering and 

learning how to manage change, how to produce novelty. 

 

New learning can be seen with children and adolescents: 

 

- they learn scoutic skills; 

- they develop their ability for living in nature; 

- they expand their social skills and communication abilities; 

- they become more indenpendent and self-confident, their self-image improves; 

- patterns of destructive aggresive behavior become less destructive; 

- they learn how to improve their social status, relations between sexes, friendship relations; 

- they learn to tolerate "strange" or "pathological" behavior more; 

- they develop greater flexibility in human contacts, spread their friendship network; 

- they accept (become more motivated for) professional help more easily; 

- they learn to think in ecological terms; 

- they accept the individual responsibility better; 

- they find new, creative possibilities in work, improve their concetration and awareness. 

 

Simultaneously  we  are  working  also with their family members  and  change  rigid,  

disfunctional  family patterns.  

 

Big changes can be seen also with the staff volunteers: 

 

- they develop bigger self-initiative and capacity for self-organization and mutual help; 

-  they develop better insight to their own personal difficulties and learn to cope better with them 

in  the frame of self-help; 

- there is a better professional cooperation in the frame of peer-intervision (less supervision); 

- they develop more motivation to improve established institutional systems in which they work; 
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-  they improve their ability of self-description of the individual and group level of the  process; 

-  they  develop bigger flexibility in the use of group working methods; 

- they begin to change the traditional distinction between work and free time and between public 

and private life; 

-  they  develop  their understanding of the Camp as a complex system (departure  from  linear  

cause-effect thinking). 

 

 

7. Intragroup & intergroup co-operation 

 

It  is interesting that we didn't find the new way of group-functioning at our summer camps 

although we  put the most of our effort into them and we still believe that the camps have been 

and are in the center of  our work.  We  discovered  the  new  patterns of intragroup co-operation 

in  a  self-help  group.  Both  authors experienced  in this group something they could imagine 

never before, even though we have been  fairly  good acquainted with literature describing such 

forms of functioning of groups.  

 

The  self-help  group  started  weekly meetings in April 1986. Some members  of  the  group  

were  voluntary coworkers  who worked with children on the summer camps. Other members 

were psychiatric patients who  wanted to  avoid  future  admissions in psychiatric hospital. At the 

beginning we agreed that no  one  would  offer therapy to anyone else in the group, and that we 

can expect constructive personal support from all the other participants, in our efforts to resolve 

our own personal problems. At first, a structure similar to the ones in our other activities and in 

larger/entire organization which represented the frame of all our activities, appeared  in this 

group. In accordance with the basic agreement between participants, it appeared as  if  in such  a  

group, there could be no escalation of the symmetrical communication pattern (competition,  

who  is stronger, who suffers from a more severe disease, who stands for a better ideology, etc.). 

 

It  was our experience from various forms of group work (for example sensitivity training), that 

in a  group there  may be neither "vacant time" nor  indeterminacy of social structures: this 

danger causes, as a  rule, that  group members kind of "fall" into some "elementary presumption" 

(Bion W. R., 1983). This  means  that, irrespective  of  the original agreement, the situation may 

lead to symmetrical escalation  (the  elementary  fight-run   assumption)  or  complementary  

escalation  (the  elementary   assumption  of   dependency)   of communication  patterns.  That's 

why it came as no surprise that these processes started  occurring  in  the self-help  group  in a 

very similar fashion as they had occurred in the camp team, but we  also  encountered something 

new on several occasions. Although it was only for short moments, it was enough for us to 

perceive it.  Even  these moments did not just occur on their own or from good wishes. These 

were  qualitatively  new experiences of the complementary relationship pattern. 

 

It was, for example, clear to all of us when we first joined the self-help group, that we all came 

neck-deep in  problems. When we slid into conversation which was becoming more and more 

unbearable (as was  often  the case), it seemed to us as if we needed someone to show us the way 

out of this situation. Since we felt  that we as leaders and professionals were the most competent 

ones, two of us tried to play this role, but with no success.  On the other hand, it happened to us 

right from the very beginning, that a feeling  of  solidarity and  of  general relief arose in the 

group, whenever we were confronted with life problems or  with  such  a suffering  of group 
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members that we felt completely helpless. At this point, unproductive communication  and 

communication  directed toward psychotic experience and intensification of auto-

destructiveness,  seemed  to have stopped. We allowed ourselves  to start talking about our 

suffering but also about our attempts (in our lifes  outside the group) to avoid it. (As a rule, these 

attempts produced results contrary to the  expected and  desired  ones.  Difficulties would then 

intensify, and problems would run out of  control.)  All  of  a sudden,  we  then  found  our  

conversation in the group leading us out of  trouble  and   blind  alley,  as unexpectedly  as  when  

we  had been lost in desperation. Some "lifting tendency" would  start  to  operate, getting  us 

more into the mood. All of a sudden, we were clear on what could we agree on and on  what  

there was  no  consensus,  what  could  we  change and what should we  leave  untouched.  In  

this  framework,  we successfully reached an agreement on what each of us were to do. 

 

In  the  self-help group, we both developed concepts which filled us with hope that we could  

find  (in  the whole organizational structure) pattern of cooperation in which socio-therapeutic 

objectives won't be like a foreign  body, but like a natural component of the whole community. 

We, as a matter of fact,   succeeded  in doing  this,  in  1988 and 1989. The functioning of the 

whole organization changed.   We  developed  a  more differentiated  and  more  precisely  

functioning system for enabling  and  creating  vital  auto-corrective experiences  (socio-

therapeutic  and psycho-therapeutic aspects). We were aware of the fact that  our  whole 

organization  also  represented an autopoietic system, which cannot possibly be exploited in  the  

sense  of maximizing  some determined conscious intentions. It is as impossible to maximize the 

production  of  mental health  function,  as  it  is to maximize the production of  vacations  and  

entertainment.  The  elementary characteristic  of  this system, which we identified only recently, 

is the maintenance of life  in  all  its variety  and creating such relational and communication 

patterns as to increase the quality of life. In  the framework of new views, we became aware of 

the meaning of improvement of mental health and social welfare as the accomplishment of short, 

realizable steps (whose size reaches from the shortest one able to be  realized in  every  time unit, 

to the biggest ones). We realized that a short step policy could also be  a  cure  for institutions. 

 

We moved from the concept of democracy to the concept of open society or rather, of an open 

organization  in an open society. This means that no "democratic majority" has the right to 

impose its believes on  "minority groups". No leading initiative can be argued solely with the 

argument that it was chosen by majority. It  is important that an organization functions in such a 

way that no initiative can be excluded on the grounds  of principles, but each intiative should be 

weighed in respect to the whole system of relationships inside  the organization and to the 

relationships of the organization with its environment. 

 

Our  organization is accessible to all people, regardless of their age, sex, nationality,  religion,  

social status  or  specific  forms of their deprivation. We wish to retain the heterogeinity of  our  

members.  The organization  or its parts are closed only in their operation. 

 

 

8. Management of intra & intergroup conflict 

 

We  think  that  the attained degree of "basic self-reference" (according to Luhmann) in  the  

action  group enabled us individuals to experience our group as an opportunity for human 

competition. A closer look at the life of youngsters and children who attended our camp, reveals 
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us that they had only little possibilities in their  lives  to   spontaneously  compete among 

themselves and to develop  their  aggressive  and  assertive potentials.  Both  in families and at 

schools, mutual symmetrical competition frequently occurrs  under  the cover  of moralistic 

ideology (rivalry between family members is considered to be accidental or a result  of weakness 

of character; rivalry at school is considered to be an effort for better success, while  aggressive 

assertion  of the less good students is simply prohibited, etc.) Owing to the effects of our 

democratic  way of  leadership, we were able, in a few years, to form internal group regulations 

which enabled a much  freer attitude  towards  competition, than was possible in other 

environments. Adolescents have a  need  to  rebel against  the elders and to the institutional rules. 

We have developed many creative ways how to  solve  such needs of adolescents. 

 

However, we became confused when the escalation of internal conflicts took place. Under such  

circumstances, it was not always possible to turn around the communication process in such a 

way that all the  participants could  feel  that the action group was our common house, where we 

could afford to do  things  elsewhere  not possible. Thus, it was necessary to keep a tight rein on 

things to avoid  extremes which could threaten  the group's integrity. We could reach such a kind 

of experience by recalling common history, changes in the past and  expected  future changes. 

Our organizational consciousness, in relation to the  environment,  was  also helpful.  Only when 

symmetrical tension intensified to such a level that the group's integrity was  under  a real threat, 

all this was attainable. The aftermath of such events was often a "bad taste in the mouth"  and 

frequently also a number of "wounds inflicted on individual self-respect". 

 

In the moments when our (authors' of this article) feelings were hurt we found help in metaphors 

taken  from our alpinistic experiences. Everyone who climbs new directions is risking enormous 

strains and pain, but  he or  she  has  to  make  sure  that his or her partner will protect  him  or  

her  and  thereby  reduce  life endangerment. Everyone decides for himself or herself, but at the 

same time s/he knows that the other person will  do  everything  s/he can do to protect him or 

her. The substitute for the rope,  which  represents  an indispensable tool for safe climbing, is in 

our work interpersonal conversation. The concept of conversation has  in the recent years 

become the central concept of our philosophy. We can say that in our work  we  have for  a  long  

time  needed a theory which would enable us to understand more  profoundly  the  processes  of 

interpersonal communication. We have received new knowledge especially from the lectures and 

practical  work with  Graham  Barnes who also introduced us to Stafford Beer's VSM (Viable 

System Model) and  Gordon  Pask's conversation theory. 

 

VSM  model  was  very  helpful  for  us to better understand  the  importance  of  constant  

monitoring  and coordination  for  the  control of the inside of the system. On the other hand  the  

so-called  intelligence function is crucial for the future prospects of the systems. All these 

functions or mechanisms contribute to the management of conflicts, cooperation and viability of 

the system. 

 

 

9. Environment impact 

 

We  think  that  an important historic shift took place in 1968. It is probably too early to  give  a  

final assessment  of  the  consequences of this shift, since the historical period which  

commenced  in  1968,  is certainly  still  not finished. Because there was a connection between 
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the birth of  our  (action)  research projects and the events in Slovenia and abroad at that time, we 

quote Felix Guattari, who in 1972 wrote: 

 

"While  May  1968  might have unleashed more militant ways of behavior, it did not free  the  

brains,  which remain  blocked  and require a lot of time to open up to new questions on  

insanity,  homosexuality,  drugs, delinquency, prostitution and women emancipation". (Felix 

Guattari, 1983, p. 29) 

 

What was blocking brains and mental mechanisms of our people? All sorts of old-fashioned 

ideas which on  the other  hand  enabled  individuals  to survive in a system not complex enough  

to  successfully  utilize  the achievements of modern science and technology and the fruits of 

cultural development and spiritual growth in the  world. Ideas of this nature were reflected by  

withdrawal into some form of privacy (weekend  cottages, some forms of spending money ... ) 

and withdrawal into the ideology of individual genius (work behind closed doors, in isolation or 

in a closed circle of like-minded people). These "survival techniques" can be all the more  

dangerous  when  individuals experience them as the only feasible and relatively  successful  

mode  of (social) action. 

 

We therefore see our first action-research project at Rakitna in 1975 as a fragment of the unrest 

which,  in 1968,  has also spread to Slovenia. On the other hand, we also see this same process as 

a unique network  of events i.e. as an interactive, self-recursive, autopoietic process. 

 

In respect to the work report on the Therapeutic colony in Rakitna in 1975, we were frequently 

asked how  we succeded  to motivate our volunteer co-workers. Such  questions seemed rather 

ridiculous to all  members  of the  group.  It is only now, that we have started to comprehend the 

complex background  of  such  questions. While supporting all sorts of seemingly voluntary 

activities, the factors of political control, for decades, strived  to  make  any form of spontaneous, 

autonomous, autopoietic group  activity  impossible.  They  also supported the opinion that our 

people were indifferent to any activity for which they would not be paid.  At this  point, we again 

meet social movements which sprang up in 1968. This was the time when the  established 

political-cultural  model cracked. The left-wing political opposition, in Slovenia and abroad,  

intended  to surpass  their,  till then, normal way of doing things through endless discussions  and  

slashing  criticism (which  frequently  turned  out badly in a fruitless vicious circle) of all the 

past, and to  move  on  into genuine autopoietic activity. What then followed was to almost no 

one's expectation. The phenomenon labelled by some authors as "new talk", which for long years 

saved the socialistic, totalitarian system from exposing its  own weaknesses, compelled some 

groups to abandon all efforts on triggering  constructive  communicative functioning  of different 

social (sub)systems and to demand "action". We, as society, have got more  of  the same. 

 

But  in  our  little  self-help  group and in the whole  project  group  instead  of  endless  

nonproductive discussions  more  emphasis was put on pragmatic problems. We presume that the 

motivation of  our  coworkers could, to a great extent, be explained in similar way. All the 

experts who participated in our project  were well  acquainted  with  the dilemmas unveiled by 

student movements in 1968 unveiled. The  first  author  was introduced  to the experiment on 

nonauthoritative upbringing of children in 1968, at the summer camp of  the Swiss Freiburg 

university. The initiative for our socio-therapeutic colony project in Rakitna in 1975,  came 

directly from a group of students, who were, in accordance with the 1968 ideals, in search of  
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opportunities to  go  beyond  their  ordinary  status and role of preparing for  life  in  university  

lecture  rooms  and laboratories. They wanted to encounter real life problems. 

 

Let us mention here three important innovations, brought about by the new social movements of 

that time: 

 

(1)  Different  relations between theoretical and practical work. Processes which could be  

defined  as  a recursive relation between the world of ideas and practical activities, sprang 

up in many fields. 

 

(2) An experience of relative autonomy of individual subsystems, which became aware of 

their  independence from central or hierarchically superior structures. Far-reaching 

reorganizations were triggered, which are still  in progress, inducing an unprecedented 

expansion and surge of fresh organizational ideas. Only  now can we see this in the light of 

the systems theory. According to Frane Adam: 

   

"The acentricity of society. The absence of a subsystem or part of society representing 

society as  a whole,  is  characteristic  of  modern society. There is no  (cybernetic)  

subsystem  hierarchy,  all functionally differentiated (sub)systems are somewhat  

equivalent ... Even decision-making  political subsystems are not in a privileged position. 

Even though we can quite often hear the thesis about how the  political system is 

'overburdened', it is at the very best, 'primus inter paris' ...  We  cannot consider  socialist 

societies as modern  (or even post-modern) societies, because they are  based  on 

centralised  political  systems  i.e., on the prevalence of politics over economics  and  

over  other social  fields  (subsystems)... The latest trends in these societies indicate that  

modernization  is possible only through political disentanglement and reestablishment of 

functional differentiation  as the main principle of organizing society." (Frane Adam, 

Nova revija, 1990, p. 748). 

 

(3) The self-help orientation, the shift in  different groups is towards personal problem 

discussions  and taking  advantage  of  all the resources within reach to solve problems. They  

became  aware  of  personal responsibilities  for correct human behavior in difficult situations. 

As a result of this process,  people (clients  of course included) are then expected to maintain 

or regain their ability to make  decisions  on their  own  destiny. The roles of all professional 

institutions in connection to this change  become  very different.  The  self-help orientation is 

quite different from the so called  "socialist  self-management" orientation,  which dominated 

Yugoslavian political and social life for over forty years after the  Second World War. Its 

disastruous impact was described by Mirjana Ule as follows: 

 

"Socialist  self-management did not, at least in the type we are familiar with, offer a  

solution  to the  contradictions  of  modernization.  It seems as if we ('in the rear'  of  the  

humanistic  self-management  ideology)  picked  up  'bad' sides of both systems of  

modern  societies.  These  include reification  of  all  relations, the invasion of 

instrumental logic into the living  world,  and  the pseudo-politicalization  of everyday 

life, an image of humanization, behind which bureaucratic  self-will revolves." (M. Ule, 

1988, p. 136) 
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10. Assessment of future prospects (sustainability) 

 

We have no fear concerning the involvement of children and adolescents in our camps and 

different groups  in the future. There are constantly more clients than we can include in our 

activities. Sometimes it seems that more  and  more  of the troubled children are forgotten. We 

also have a constant influx  of  new  volunteers druring the last five years. Our voluntary 

association Echo is especially closely connected to the School of Social  Work. Its students are 

obliged (interesting paradox) to do praxis in voluntary work.  The  important problem  is  -  how 

to keep in certain limits the fluctuation of volunteers. On one hand  it  is  good  that membership  

of our organization constantly changes because that means constant refreshement,  novelties.  On 

the  other hand it is a threat for the viability of the organization because the new volunteers  are  

mostly unexperienced.  It  is difficult to plan the future if the volunteers who have learned a lot in  

four  years leave.  We  see that for the future, for the stability of our soft organization some key 

coworkers  who  are willing  to  dedicate themselves for a longer period (for example five to ten 

years) are crucial.  This  has opened  the  question of partial profesionalization of the 

organization. In March 1995 "Echo"  employed  its first social worker, and some crucial 

coworkers (around five) get some money for their work. The fees are of course  much  lower  

than  in state or private institutions. They have a more  symbolic  function.  The  key coworkers 

are still keeping their jobs in state institutions because they are crucial for their earning  for their  

living.  We are also very careful about leaving these jobs and taking a full-time employment  in  

our voluntary organization Echo. We experience this to be still too risky at the moment. 

 

When  we are looking to the future (of our organization "Echo") we cannot not appreciate the  

viability  our organization  has undoubtedly shown during past twenty years. The "spirit" of our 

organization is of  course very  different  of  the athmosphere in state and private institutions. 

This means  that  viability  of  our organization is also composed of some different elements. An 

important part of it is made of such a stuff as the  dreams  are  made  of. It is very delicate. We 

are conscious of our  vulnerability  and  of  our  quite unpredictable  future. We are all taking 

part in an interesting, sometimes also dangerous adventure. On  the contrary,  many people in 

state institutions experience themselves as eternal. We are much more on the  open side, much 

more exposed. As the saying goes: we live and we see. 
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