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participation training: @ human resource process

“Participation training” can be a
specific decision-making, problem-
solving tool for professional staffs
of business or service organiza-
tions. By adapting the process rec-
ommended, it becomes a practical
format or model for staff develop-
ment in human-relations opera-
tions and teamwork training. This
article describes the nature and
character of participation training
and how it can be meaningfully ap-
plied beyond a laboratory expe-
rience in human resource develop-
ment.

Participation Training for Aduli
Education was conceived by Paul
Bergevin and John McKinley in
1965.1 It is a model for small-group
discussion. Through this model,
participants learn to work as a
team. They focus on meeting the
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educational needs of members,
making decisions together and
working through problem-solving
experiences together while exam-
ining their process. More specific-
ally, members of a participation
training group plan and take part
in a series of small-group discus-
sions. The topics for the discus-
sions come from the expressed ed-
ucational problems, needs, and
interests of the group. Through
experience, group members learn
educational skills and concepts
such as: focusing of topics, goal
setting, interpersonal communica-
tion, evaluation, consensus, disei-
plined observing, leadership and
discovering and meeting educa-
tional needs. Through this process,
they learn what helps or hinders
productive group interaction
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through group discussions.
Training Experience Criteria
Miles established ecriteria for
such a training experience and the
four major components of his eri-
teria were: (a) skill emphasis, {b}
whole-person learning, {e) guided
practice, and (d) psychological
safety.2 Participation training fits
these criteria. However, to under-
stand it as a training experience in
human resource developmeni, it
must be contrasted with other ex-
periences in this broad category.
These other experiences are
popularly called sensitivity train-

ing.

The major difference between
participation training and sensitiv-
ity training is the emphasis in each
event. Participation training
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focuses on énterpersonal processes
while sensitivity training focuses
on intrapersonal processes. Sensi-
tivity training is less structured
and emphasizes expression of feel-
ings and emotions. In participation
training, emphasis is on verbal
communication, clarity of expres-
sion, listening, helping, under-
standing and task achievement.
The concern in participation train-
ing is with consensus about the
meaning of ideas so that group dis-
cussion can proceed. In sensitivity
training, one learns about him or
herself in depth; but in participa-
tion training, one learns about him
or herself as a member of a team
involved in decision-making and
problem-solving.

Gibb has described varieties of
sensitivity training which are not
very different from participation
training.3 Of the 11 different var-
leties of sensitivity training
delineated by Gibb, participation
training could be considered a type
of “T' grouping,” or “microexpe-
rience,” or “discussion.” This con-
clusion can be made if one consid-
ers participation training and
these named varieties of sensitivi-
ty training as focusing on personal
and group effectiveness through
group discussion and observer
feedback. Gibb highlights these
characteristics in T grouping,
microexperience and discussions.
These are also characteristics of
participation training,

Gordon, in the Adult Education
Handbook, described participation
training as a variety not usually
identified as human relations
training.4 He makes this distine-
tion because human relations
training is most often descriptive
of varieties of sensitivity training.
However, Gordon does indicate
that to him, participation training
fits the genre of human relations
experiences or the less popular
term group dynamics. His focus on
participation training events as
one vehicle for a systemwide ap-
proach in institutions demon-

strates the versatility of the
training design.

While human relations programs
share common characteristics, the
structure of each type of training
event restricts the number of
learning potentials which can be
actualized. Participation training
provides for collaborative learning
in interpersonal processes as well
as collaborative learning in team
decision-making and problem-solv-
ing skills.

Participation Training Exposure

Sinee 1955, more than 300 parti-
cipation training institutes have
been conducted at Indiana Univer-
sity by the Bureau of Studies in
Adult Education. From the history
of participation training institutes,
lay and professional workers in-
volved in various adult-education
settings enroll as participants to

learn more effective small-group

processes for the organizations in
which they are involved. Adminis-
trators, teachers and rank and file
participants come to the university
for this training. They represent
such organizational categories as
public schools, hospitals, churches,
government, libraries, industry,
penal institutions, the armed
forces and other similar agencies
or organizations.

Smith, formerly of the Bureau of
Studies staff, reported four dis-
tinct opportunities for learning
participation training through the
University Center for Adult Edu-
cation, Wayne State Universitg
and the University of Michigan.
They were:

1. the first phase of a larger
course in training for administra-
tive positions in voluntary
agencies,

2. a noncredit course through
the Center’s continuing education
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program,

3. a staff training course for the
urban training center of the Office
of Economic Opportunity in
Detroit,

4. training for a vanguard group
of public-school teachers and ad-
ministrators nurturing the idea
that participation training might
be introduced into the high school
curriculum.

Other examples of participation
training exposure from other areas
of the eountry could be highlight-
ed, such as the U.S. Naval man-
agement training program and the
public-school system in Nashville,
TN. However, this author believes
the knowledge of participation
training as a viable means for
small-group decision-making and
problem-solving deserves to be
more widely used.

Participants move through a
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series of group decisions, i.e., se-
lection of topies for a discussion,
formation of goal(s) for the discus-
sion and structuring an outline for
the discussion. This procedure in-
volves participants in a group de-
cision-making process as well as in
individual decisions to volunteer to
serve as group leader, coleader /
recorder or observer. The discus-
sion itself follows and represents
the problem-solving phase of parti-
cipation training. Throughout this
process, a “trainer” guides the
participants, making inputs econ-
cerning roles, norms and neces-
sary structural elements,

Before a topic can be selected,
participants are asked to present
to the group any broad topic areas
representing needs or interests
they may have. These are record-
ed on large easel pads or a chalk-
board visible to the total group.
From this listing, one topic area is
selected by consensus and phrased
by the group as (a) an educational
problem, (b} in question form, and
{e) not answerabie by ves or no.

Following a selection and state-
ment of a topic, one or more goals
are phrased by group consensus.
These goals represeni what is to
be accomplished by a discussion of
the topic. They are:

1. expressed in terms of desired
changes in participanis’ be-
havior, feelings, or under-
standings

. attainable

specific

. shared by the participants

. made visible to the group in
written form

The outline represents the steps
of how the discussion will proceed.
1t defines both the specific nature
of the content of the desired dis-
cussion and the sequence of tasks
1o be followed.

At the end of the topic discus-
sion, a critigue initiated by the ob-
server focuses on the process of
participant interaction and stimu-
lates evaluation in terms of how
well the discussion met the tasks
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and goals of the topic.

After this total process, the de-
cision-making phase is repeated by
beginning the search for a new
topic with accompanying goal(s},
outline and service/leadership
roles. The service/leadership roles
are filled by participants in the
group who volunteer to serve as
discussion leader, coleader/re-
corder for the discussion and pro-
cess observer for the discussion.
No one is pressured to volunteer
and each participant shares in the
leadership by being a responsible
group member facilitating the dis-
cussion through both task and
group maintenance functions.

Dimension of Applicability

Because participation training is
a human resource development
process for small-group decision-
making and problem-solving, a
viable application is ifs use as a
framework for conducting staff
meetings. It can answer the gues-
tion posed by organizational ad-
ministrators: “How caen I get my
staff to work together better in
making group decisions toward
solving department problems?”

In every professional or service
organization which the author has
chserved or with which he has
worked, agendas are either nonex-
istent or are prepared and distrib-
uted by the “boss.” As the ranking
member of the staff, traditionally
this has been the responsibility of
the boss. These agendas serve as
the topic areas for discussion at
staff meetings and are either un-
necessary for a staff meeting or
are too numerous to be covered in
a single meeting.

When agenda topics are dis-
cussed, they are usually of the “tell
what to do” approach; hence, do
not allow for staff member input
requiring consensus and oppor-
tunity to express feelings, or un-
derstandings related to each other
or the problem. Hence, the often-
heard phrases:

# “Why have these staff meet-
ings at all? Nothing is ever accom-

Training and Deveiopment Journal, October 1975




plished.”

¢ “These meetings are so
boring. It’s the same old thing.”

* “Why doesn’t the boss just tell
us what he wants, and let it go at
that?”

* “No one listens to my peint of
view.” “These topics never seem to
relate to me or my department.”

* ete.

Participation training is a solu-
tion to the negative conditions
which foster these type comments.
An agenda can serve as the listing
of broad topic areas contributed by
staff members before the meeting
or topic areas can be suggested by
the staff head. In either case, the
composite listing should be circu-
lated among the staff before the
meeting if possible. When the staff
meeting ocecurs or following eireu-
lation, the handling of these topic
areas can follow the process of
participation training.

From broad topic areas, specific
topics can be formed compliant
with the triple criteria listed pre-
viously: (a} an educational prob-
lem, (b) in question form, and (c)
not answerable by yes or no. Then
follows the formation of goal(s) for
the topic question, and an outline
for the discussion. If an organiza-
tion believes in mutual responsibil-
ity for sharing leadership functions
toward organization decision-mak-
ing and problem-solving, all staff
members should have the oppor-
tunity to volunteer for the desig-
nated leadership roles for each
topic discussion.

In this process, the coleader/re-
corder serves as a secretary for
the group. The coleader’s respon-
sibility during the discussion is to
make visible to the staff the dis-
cussion developments in decision-
making and problem-solving on
easel paper or chalkboard. After
the staff meeting, the “minutes”
recorded on the easel paper or
chalkboard can be typed by an
office secretary, duplicated and
circulated. The use of easel paper
is superior to a chalkboard because

it provides more space for writing
and the sheets of paper used for
recording the actions of the
meeting are more easily transport-
ed for an office secretary to trans-
scribe for duplication.

During the discussion, it is each
participant’s responsibility to help
the recorder express exactly what
is being said so that the informa-
tion recorded will reflect consen-
sus, understanding and commit-
ment of the group. More effective
and productive staff meetings can
result from this total participation
training process.

The author has observed the
success of this application in one
service organization’s staff and re-
ceived reports of success in an-
other organization. Each was ad-
vised to try this application of par-
ticipation training after the staff
participated in an extensive train-
ing experience.

It Does Work!

Those business pragmatists un-
familiar with participation training
may question the application sug-
gested here, but it does work.

What is required for success is
training of all staff members in-
volved and practice to develop pro-
cess skill. This, of course, requires
time, but it should not be a major
deterrent. Many organization
staffs are practiced to meet over-
time consistently and might as well
expend their time increasing their
effectiveness sooner rather than
later. A staff retreat or additional
staff meetings to learn the process
of participation training would be
worth the time expended and
would result in more productive
decision-making and problem-solv-
ing after training.

The success of any organization
depends upon goal achievement
which can be reached only through
human understanding, acceptance
and commitment of those involved.
Participation training offers one
vehicle in the group-development
repertoire for achieving this desir-
able state of affairs. USEEHD
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