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using lab method for 

"newer" values in 

cohesive work groups 

Everyone who is concerned with effec-

tive group action, be he line manager, 

subordinate, trainer, or group dynami-

cist, is aware, to varying degrees, that 

group accomplishment depends on a 
multitude of factors. These include 

clarity of goals, past history (including 
success or non-success), cohesion, com-

munication processes, atmosphere, 
leader and member skills, and the 

like.1 

One element in group success, which 

all too often is overlooked, is that of 

participation. That is to say, to what 
extent are all members of the group 

functioning as active rather than pas-

sive participants. 

Groups in action in the work environ-

ment are typically task oriented. This 
is true whether we are talking about 
the work group in a planning or prob-

lem-solving situation, or in a staff 

meeting; or about task forces and spe-

cial study groups; or about commit-
tees. In consequence, few groups 

attempt to assess the nature or extent 

of participation by group members, 

despite its potential for augmenting the 

effectiveness of the group. 
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LEARNINGS FROM THE T-GROUP 

One way to zero in on the problem of 
member participation in groups is to 
draw upon the learnings which emerge 

from experience in the laboratory or 
sensitivity training situation (the 
T-Group). In the T-Group, since there 
is no formal or assigned task, the con-

cern is solely with analysis of the 
ongoing behavior of the group. One 

aspect of this behavior is the issue of 
participation. Let's examine, then, 
some of the problems and character-
istics of participation in the T-Group. 

Typically, at the outset, the more ver-
bal or aggressive members of the 

T-Group promptly fill in the vacuum 
which has been created by the absence 

of an agenda, procedures, a formal 

leader, etc. The more reticent members 
react to the unstructured situation by 
withdrawal, i.e., by complete silence or 

limited participation at best. 

TRAINER ROLE 

In time, the trainer may intervene to 

raise questions about the behavior of 

the group. The trainer may comment 

on how (meaning) introductions by the 

participants were made, how the 
"agenda" was selected, how decisions, 

if any, were reached, or about the 
O 

pattern of participation. In respect to 
the latter factor he thus may observe: 
"We've been sitting here and talking 
for an hour and three members of our 
group of twelve haven't said anything; 

I wonder whether anyone feels that 

this is significant." 

This intervention by the trainer may 

be met by stunned silence or, in short 

order, by defensive retorts. Some of 
these responses (by the more verbal 

ones, obviously) are of this nature: 

• "Should everyone participate 
all the time?" 

• "Why can't one participate by 
listening? The fact that John 
hasn't said anything doesn't 
mean that he's not learning 
from the discussions." 

• "Should people participate just 
for the sake of participation?" 

• "We're all big boys here. Why 
do we have to beg people to 
participate?" 

• "Do you think we ought to 
embarrass people by calling on 
them?" 

Although rationalizations such as the 

above are certain to come forth in the 

early life of the group, they are quite 
likely to be repeated and rephrased at 

various intervals thereafter. In fact, the 

issue of participation, along with other 
key issues such as the development of 

trust, the trainer's role, and the role of 
feedback may bug the group through-
out its life. Some groups may grasp the 
importance of broad participation 
quite early; some may see its signifi-

cance at mid-point in the program or 
thereafter; some may never overcome 
this barrier to group effectiveness. 

TRAINER INPUTS REGARDING 
PARTICIPATION 

As we have been indicating, the issue 
of participation is (or becomes) one of 
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vital concern to the T-Group. Obvi-
ously, each group will deal with it in 
different ways. Each trainer will also 
approach the problem in accordance 
with his own training style and philo-
sophical base. 

In any case, one or more of the fol-
lowing observations are quite likely to 
be advanced by the trainer and, hope-
fully, by other group members in 
support of the trainer in his quest for 
answers to the question: "Why partici-
pate?" 

1. To tap the total resources of the 
group. One of the basic assumptions of 
group work is that higher quality solu-
tions or decisions are possible through 
collective rather than unilateral action. 
Although we may know this in an 
intellectual sort of way, our behavior 
in groups all too often evidences that 
in a more practical sense we ignore this 
precept. In consequence, potentially 
valuable contributions by one or more 
group members are frequently lost. 

However, early member rationalization 
of "participation for the sake of parti-
cipation" generally loses its validity as 
the T-Group comes to realize that 
there are positive gains to be had by 
involving the total group in its activi-
ties. The author's experience in the 
T-Group, as well as in back-home work 
situations, is that it is very difficult 
for many group members to assume 
the "gate-keeping" role - e.g., "We 
haven't heard from John yet. I wonder 
how he feels about it?" Yet, the 
group's ability to do this is vital for its 
growth, cohesiveness and ultimate 
effectiveness. 

2. To help growth of recessive 
members. To the extent that we con-
ceive of a group at work solely as one 
which is concerned with its task, we 
lose the benefits of other values of 
group work. One allied purpose is to 
encourage the growth of all members 
of • the group, particularly the shyer 
ones. If the recessive members are not 
given ample opportunity to test their 
ideas in the market place, to comment 
on what is going on, we are systematic-
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ally and selfishly depriving them of 
opportunities for growth. Participation 
is something like success, the more we 
get the more we seek. Similarly, non-
participation breeds more of the same. 
The task for an effective group, then, 
is to break the cycle of non-participa-
tion (non-success) to one of participa-
tion (success). 

A successful, hard-hitting group has to 
learn to make all group members feel 
wanted and to feel adequate. To do 
otherwise is to function in a self-serv-
ing, immature way. 

3. To aid growth of the more 
verbal members. To the extent that the 
more talkative members can be en-
couraged to involve others in the dis-
cussions, they are learning and grow-
ing, too. What are they learning? They 
are learning, for one thing, the tough 
skill of self-restraint. That is to say, 
they are learning to give of themselves, 
to surrender their (large) share of the 
available air time to let a less aggressive 
person into the act. They thus are 
learning how to establish conditions so 
that others can grow; in short, how to 
give help. They certainly will learn the 
value of securing the ideas and contrib-
utions of others. They may also be 
learning how to listen. In general, these 
opportunities for growth by the total 
group will be lost to the extent that 
the aggressive members monopolize the 
air time to meet their own needs to be 
heard. 

4. To get support for decisions. 
Although the T-Group is not a group 
which is concerned with the making of 
"vital" decisions involving program or 
money as in the back home situation, 
decision making opportunities do arise; 
e.g., in regard to choosing or not 
choosing a leader, agreeing on an 
agenda, securing consensus on pro-
cedures such as breaking for coffee, 
lunch or dinner, agreeing to participate 
in tasks or exercises proposed by the 
trainer, and the like. What emerges as 
an important learning, regardless of the 
nature or complexity of the decision, 
then, is the importance of consensus. 

For it is consensus that secures com-
mitment from the group to support a 
decision. Effective T-Groups learn in 
time that wide participation in the 
making of these decisions, no matter 
how small, is essential to group effec-
tiveness. For if all group members are 
not heard, how can we be certain we 
really have consensus? 

5. To ventilate and explore feelings. 
The back-home group at work in its 
problem-solving role is ordinarily con-
cerned with facts, figures, logic, reason, 
and knowledge. It typically denies or 
smothers concern with feelings or 
emotions. For example, it is quite rare 
for a member of a back-home work 
group to say: "This discussion has me 
completely frustrated. I don't think 
we're getting anywhere because we've 
been skillfully dodging issues here." 
Yet this ventilation of feelings may be 
precisely what the group needs to get 
it into gear. Or a participant may be 
permitted to sit silently throughout the 
proceedings without anyone inviting 
him into the discussion. Or a group 
member may make a suggestion, 
possibly unpopular or seemingly 
bizarre, and the rest of the group may 
not respond at all ("a plop" occurs, as 
the group dynamics people call it), 
thus leaving the contributor with a 
high degree of confusion or resentment 
concerning the group's silent treatment 
of his contribution. 

In the T-Group, by way of contrast, 
we turn things around and try to 
explore the emotional rather than the 
intellectual side of group effort. That 
is to say, we encourage all group mem-
bers to verbalize their feelings, to com-
ment about behavior - their own and 
that of others. To the extent that all 
T-Group members do this, we (the 
group) are better able to understand 
one another, to strengthen inter-per-
sonal relationships, to achieve greater 
satisfaction, and to progress more 
rapidly toward group goals. 

By way of illustration, one aspect of 
the exploration of the feeling side of 
group life is to assure the group that 

all its members are "with things," that 
they are not harboring "hidden 
agendas." Thus, after the group has 
been going for two or three days, a 
group member may say, "Hank, you've 
been silent most of this morning, how 
come?" Hank, of course, may be sulk-
ing, disinterested, fatigued, ill, experi-
menting, etc. But the group, to be 
effective, has the need to know why 
Hank is behaving this way. If the 
group doesn't smoke out Hank's feel-
ings, particularly if they are of a frus-
trated or resentful sort, it can't do 
anything about them. Nor can it give 
Hank a chance to get them out of his 
system (catharsis). 

Participation, then, is a means of liberat-
ing rather than bottling up the emo-
tions. As necessary, it becomes a vital 
form of catharsis. To behave in any 
other way is to ignore the need that 
everyone has to express his feelings 
freely. 

6. To build trust. One of the issues 
which an effective T-Group must be 
able to deal with is that of trust. Trust 
implies a freedom in the group for all 
participants to say what they wish (or 
need) to say, without fear of any 
recriminatory or retaliating action. In 
other words, how open is the group? Is 
it safe to speak out on a controversial 
topic? Is it safe to exhibit an emotion 
such as anger? Is it safe to give feed-
back to a group member or the 
trainer? Is it safe to question the 
validity of the whole T-Group con-
cept? 

Trust develops as group members be-
come more open, more risk-taking, and 
more participative. Thus, the group 
member who sits back and smokes his 
pipe with a Buddha-like expression on 
his face not only inhibits his own 
learning, but is likely to inhibit the 
learning process for the entire group. 
Thus, a group member may get irri-
tated with this taciturn behavior and 
say: "How come you're not in the ring 
with the rest of us? Do you think 
you're better than we are? How do we 
know what you're thinking if you just 
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sit there?" If the pipe-smoker recog-

nizes the impact his behavior is making 
on the group and begins to participate, 
the group can get on with its business 

in the full sense of the term. The issue 
of trust, then, becomes (or is on the 
way to becoming) resolved. 

7. To build intimacy. The T-Group 

also learns in time that the closer 

group members are to one another, the 

more meaningful and satisfying the 

experience becomes. But intimacy, like 

trust, is dependent upon participation. 
So if Joe isn't brought out of his shell 

by the group, i.e., if he is permitted to 

sit in silence, how can we get ade-
quately close to him? And if we can't 
get close to him, how can we help his 

growth in any way? As one trainer put 

it, "You can't f ix the engine if he 

won't even bring the car into the gar-
age, let alone raise up the hood." 

"Getting to know you, getting to feel 

free and easy" is more than just a line 
from a popular song. It is basic to 
success in interpersonal and group rela-
tions. 

8. To encourage risk-taking. Mana-
gers who are familiar with the T-Group 
only through reading or secondhand 

accounts may have limited insight into 
its goals and values. 

One value which is not commonly 

recognized is that of risk-taking. To 
the extent that group members can be 

encouraged to try new ways of behav-

ing, to experiment, to take some risks, 
they are learning, as persons, to func-
tion in more complete and meaningful 
ways. Participation of a more active 
sort is one of the risks the quieter 
group member has to take if he is to 

learn and to grow. The fear of "mak-
ing an ass of oneself," of being 

"clobbered" by a more outspoken 
member who may disagree, or of "not 

having anything worthwhile to say" 
has to be overcome. Overcoming this 
fear isn't a one-way street, of course. 
It has to be overcome through support 
by the entire group. Encouraging the 
quiet person to take the risk of partici-

pation is a challenge to the group; the 

more effective groups are able to rise 
to this challenge. 

These, then, are eight notions about 
participation, and are some of the 

reasons which the trainer or T-Group 

members may advance to encourage 
the fullest possible group participation. 

They may (possibly) appear quite 

"logical" to the reader. Yet, for a 

T-Group in action, the logic takes on 
meaning only by actually working 

these problems through. For the barri-
ers to participation are not in the 
realm of logic, but in the area of feel-
ing or emotion. And emotional learn-
ing is a slow, frustrating, painful, and 
uncertain process. 

APPLICATIONS TO THE ORGANIZ-
ATIONAL SETTING 

The T-Group, as a unique, free-wheel-
ing institution for purposes of indi-

vidual and group development, obvi-

ously is not a model for group action 

in the plant or office. Yet, it can be a 

useful source to discover management 

learnings which have on-the-job appli-

cability. Some of the learnings are: 

1. Work groups all too often handi-
cap themselves because they discourage 

openness, leveling, and full participa-

tion of its members. In fact, limited 

rather than full participation is gener-
ally the norm.3 

2. Most work groups reduce their 
effectiveness because they deny group 

members the opportunity to partici-
pate freely, if at all, in the area of 
expression of feelings. Yet feelings may 
be as vital to the decision-making pro-
cess as facts.4 

3. Most work groups are content to 
live with hidden agendas which serve 
to support attitudes hostile to full par-
ticipation.5 Some of these unstated 
attitudes are: 

"I want (need) the available air 
time." 

"I don't really care to listen to 
other people's ideas and opin-
ions." 

"I don't care about the growth 
of others." 

"I'm adequately effective by 
operating this way — don't chal-
lenge me on this." 

4. Group action, insofar as partici-
pation is concerned, is not doomed to 
the status quo. Bringing laboratory 

training programs into the organiza-
tion, in the form of cousin and family 

training groups, is a road to more 

effective, cohesive work groups. For in 
such training endeavors members can 

learn that there are many "newer" 

values to be considered in the partici-

pation process, values which the work 
culture ordinarily overlooks.6 
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