What 94 Gained

by Group Participation?

THOMAS GORDON

In this article, Thomas Gordon, assistant professor in the Department
of Psychology, The University of Chicago, describes a study' which
examines the effects upon the individual of membership in a group in
which free discussion is encouraged and the responsibility for making
decisions rests with the entire group rather than with the leader alone.

FROM RESEARCHES with groups,
we are beginning to gather an impos-
ing amount of evidence about the con-
ditions for effective group functioning.
We are slowly getting closer to answers
to such questions as, “How do groups
arrive at effective group decisions?”
“Under what conditions are groups
most productivez” “What factors in-
fluence the morale of groupsz” “What
can be done to develop an action-group
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or a task-oriented group?” Answers to
such questions as these grow out of
experiments which have investigated
different kinds of leadership, different
kinds of group “atmospheres,” or. dif-
ferent types of group procedures.

What We Were Looking For

At the same time, however, these
researches tell us little about the effects
of different group experiences upon
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the individual members of groups.
What happens to the group member
under various kinds of leadership or
in different types of group “climates™?
What takes place in him as a person in
order that behavioral changes may oc-
cur?

It would seem important to study
the “personal meanings™ of a group ex-
perience to its individual members. Can
we learn, for example, what a group
training experience has meant to a
teacher in terms of changes in her atti-
tudes toward herself, new understand-
ings of self, changes in her personal
goals and levels of aspiration, or
changes in her motivation? A tentative
answer to such a question was obtained
by means of a study which attempted
to explore the possibilities of using a
non-directive interview as a method
of discovering from a small number of
individuals the meanings of a group
training experience to them as indivi-
duals. This paper will briefly describe
this study and report some of its find-
ings.

The study, in addition to exploring
a method of examining changes in the
individual members of a group, throws
light on the effects upon the individual
of membership in a self-directing
group. Evidence has already accumu-
lated from clinical practice in client-
centered counseling and psychotherapy
that “self-direction” is a crucial element
in the individuals ability to solve per-
sonal and emotional pmhlcms (2, 17,
19). In addition, there is a growing
recognition of the value of self-direc-
tion for work groups in industry (6,
8, 12, 15, 20), for effective learning in
the classroom (1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 13), for re-
ducing tensions from intergroup con-
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flict (18), and for getting community
action in programs of public health
(14) and food conservation (10, 16).

GATHERING THE DaATa

Non-directive interviews were con-
ducted with each of a group of sixteen
delegates to the National Training
Laboratory in Group Development,
the purpose of which is training in the
skills of human relations and group
leadership. The delegates interviewed
were members of a training group
which was essentially a self- dlre(.tmg
group, i.e., the respnnsnblht\ resided
with the group, rather than with its
leaders, for determining the content of
their discussion and for solving internal
problems of reaching consensus, miak-
ing group decisions, setting up agenda,
handling “problem members,” delegat-
ing roles, and planning presentations to
the total laboratory.

Interviews were conducted during
the last few days of the three-week
training period. The interviews were
recorded. Fach delegate was asked to
talk about whatever learnings or un-
derstandings about himself he felt he
had acquired or whatever changes he
perceived with respect to himself as a
group member, group leader, or simply
as a person. Following this structuring,
the interviewer functioned as a client-
centered counselor—that 1is, consis-
tently reflecting the feelings and the
essential meanings being conveyed by
the delegate without expressing ap-
proval or disapproval and without di-
recting the content of the conversation.

The investigator then played back
all of the recorded interviews and ex-
tracted all self-reference statements in-
dicating the effects of the training
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which the delegates had experienced.
Such statements were written down, in
most cases, word for word, but in
some instances, in a more condensed
form in which illustrative content was
left out.

WHaT WERE THE RESULTS?

The sixteen interviews yielded 247
different statements which could be
classified into eight major categories,

cach of which contained sub-categorics.
Table 1 presents these eight major
categories. In this paper the writer will
report the sub-categories of Only two
of the eight major categories, “Changes
in Self” and “New or Reinforced Un-
derstandings of Self.” From Table 1,
however, it can be seen that there were
other very extensive and quite varied
effects of the group experience on the
individual group members.

TABLE
MAJOR CATEGORIES INTO WHICH SELF-REFFRENCE
51 -\TP MENTS W [ Rl (.l ASSII IF D

Number of | Numberof Percent of
PPersons Statements Total
Statements Indicating: Miaking Made Number of
Statement (s Statements
A, Changes in self 2 50 20 2
B. Degree of confidence in self 1o ¢ }hlns_t' A 12 k1] 15.4
C. Emotional or motivational impact of experience 9 18 75
1. New or reinforced understandings of selfl 14 30 23.9
I5. Degree of contdence in M'lf-llﬂlil‘l’hlilnllingﬁ and
self-evaluations | 5 22 8.9
F. Increased clarity in uul!-. or levels of : p-plrl:mn 3 5 2.4
G. Changes in intellectual understandings, values,
skills . 11 37 15.0
H. Attitudes 1oward back-home sitnation . 7 8 T
Total ' | 27
Changes in Self. Statements indicat- late. . . . It seems to me right now my own

ing changes in self as a result of the
training experience fell into five sub-
categorics, shown in Table 2 on the
following page.

Some examples may help the reader
feel the personal quaht\ and the affec-
tive tone of the delegates’ statements:

+ “Here at the laboratory I'm rtackling the
most difficult problems that I've had to
face in my life. . . . I'm face ro face with
my group adjustment. . . . | almost had to
overcome some of the childhood hurdles
of feclings about groups that I had as a
child. T always was more or less of an iso-
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feelings are becoming very much involved
and that I'm beginning to react spontan-
cously on the basis of what's in me, rather
than as an objective professional person. ...
I have something that I've never felt in
my whole lifé. . . . People are supporting
me and helping me. Everything that [ have
to say—mavbe not c\'cr_\-thing. but many
things that I have to sayv—they seem to be
of value to somebody. For the first rime
I am finding myself in group life.”

+ “As an individual, 1 think 1 have gained
self-confidence from it which I have felr
I lacked. T've always felr uncertainty about
my ability. . . . T wouldnt have believed |
would have done as much tlking in our
group as I did. I'm never the one to spcnk
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up first. I've been inclined to let other
people do the ralking.”

New or Reinforced Understand-
ings of Self. There were more state-
ments falling into this category than
into any other, all but two of the six-
teen dclcgates making statements in-
dicating that the training experience
had given them new understandings of
themselves or had reinforced or high-
lighted what they had known or sus-
pcctcd before. Table 3. next page,
shows the breakdown of this category.

Wiivr Do e Resvrrs Meass
The Effects of a Self-Directed
Group Experience. The data from

these interviews indicate the kinds of
effects upon the individual which can

group movement and group progress is
placed with the group members rather
than with the leaders. The changes
reported by the delegates in this group
are not unlike the changes reported by
clients following non-directive counsel-
ing interviews (9, 19). It seems that
with more and more certainty, we can
predict that when people are faced
with a non-threatening, non-evaluative,
and accepting situation in which they
gradually learn they can take responsi-
bility for their own dev clnpmenr they
f_{rqduall\ begin to fecl it is secure to ex-
plore themselves and to accept things
about themselves which then lead to
changes in their self-concept. The evi-
dence is accumulating that individual
psychological “growth™ seems to be ac-

celerated in this kind of situation,
whether it is a series of therapeutic in-
terviews, a work situation, or a training
experience.

be expected. when he works in groups
in which free discussion is encouraged,
the 1tmn~.phcrc characterized by ¢ ‘per-
missiveness,” and the rc*;pnn*;lhihtv for

TABLE 2
CHANGES IN SELF RESULTING FROM
TRM\‘]\'G [I,\PFRIF‘\*CF

Number of
Statements
Made

Number of
Persons Making
Statement (=)

Statements Indicating Changes in Sell:

1. Feel more accepted by others, more secure, less &.u'l'lll
more spontaneous, less defensive of self, less withdrawn,
more confident T 6 16

2. Feel more aceepting of others, more re -[x ct for others,
more tolerant of mrtrmr-nndl differences, more sensi-
tive 1o fulm;_-nfnth(n - 10 19

3. Feel more acee pim;,. of own person; |l llm:l iions, of n\\n
part in cansing interpersonal difficulties; feel more will-
ingness to evaluate self, more sure of own evaluation of
self . 5 8

4. Feel more I'l:"-pﬂ!lklhlllt\ as a L'rnup mt‘mhor more re-
sponsibility to do my share and to h(l;) group by giving

more freely of myself 2 4
5. Feel more need for me I‘[l]l(l‘khl]) in ;_rmlp- feel more
need for croup support and .\ppru\ al; now get more
satisfaction from er:]: . m . m 1 3
Taral 30
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TABLE 3
NEW OR REINFORCED UNDERSTANDINGS OF
SELF RESULTING FROM EXPERIENCE

Number of Number of
Statements Indicating New or Reinforced Understandings | Persons Making Statements
of Self: Statement(s) Made
Ty | am or have been ton “autocratic,” desirous of power,
task-oriented, impatient, insensitive to feelings of others,
demanding, not permissive enough . 11 19
2. [ am or have been too dependent on what others think,
too cautious, needing too much support and approval,
afraid to disagree, ton “laissez-faire” 3 7
3. Tam more aware of amount and intensity of own fulln;{-.
aned their cause and effect; less afraid of own feelings 3 6
4. lam have heen a dodger of responsibility in a group,
wi  Lawn, an isolate; have been a talker but never a
s 1 am or have been putting up a false front to others,
Iw-havineg in terms of false standards; not my real self . 1 4
6. 1 know things about myself that I didn't Lnrm before;
what has been learned fits in with past experience . 5 8
7.(hhtr- R 7 10
Total 59

Training for Skills or for Atti-
tudes? The extensive changes in self-
reference attitudes reported by the
dclegatcs raise an important issuc—
namely, is the development of effective
skill in leadership, teaching, or supervl-
sion more a function of changes in
basic artitudes of the individual toward
himself and others rather than the ac-
quisition of certain skills or methodol-
ogy of “conducting groups?” Many
of the delegates used the interviews to
explore some of their own attitudes
which they felt prcwcntcd them from
hcumung “effective leaders, as shown
in the following excerpt from one of
the recorded interviews:

D: Yes—ves, I do. I think I can be sensi-
tive to other people and know whar they
want. Perhaps I pride myself on my sensi-
tivity to other people—it's an intuitive sort
of thing—what would be the right thing to
say now to get them into the conversation.

I have had some experience with getring
the non-participants actually to come in—
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which I've manipulated a bit. And that sort
of power frightens me because I don’t want
the responsibility that goes along with ir.
That's just come out now—I just suddenly
thought of that—it's the responsibility I'm
ducking.

I: T see. You really feel that yvou have
these capabilities, but vou are a little bir
afraid of the responsibility that. . . .

1D: 1 think that's ir.

I: . .. that you would assume in using
these capabilities. Is that what you mean?

D: 1 think that's ir.

I: Let me see if 1 really understand that.
Are you saying that if [ use these skills
which I really feel that T have, thar will
nccessarily advance me or increase the re-
sponsibilities 1 have? Then vou wonder,
“Am I somewhat afraid of the—of wherc
this thing might lead me?”

D: I think that's exactly it. I have been
aware here in the group—watching what |
have done in relation with the other people
—1 like to be the power behind the throne.
I like to know that I have manipulated or
influenced a person to make a statement, to
perhaps take leadership—I don’t want to
take it. But I can say to myself, “ Hm, thart
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was my idea. He or she is really following
along nicely,” but I don’t have to rtake the
ultimarte responsibility for it

[t seems that each delegate was be-
ginning to look within bimself, at his
own attitudes, as he hopes to become
a more effective teacher, administrator,
social worker, leader. If this actually is
a necessary process, as we are begin-
ning to believe, it would follow that
cffective teacher training, for example,
must be as much person-centered as
it 1s now content-centered or skill-
centered. This raises the additional
question of whether effective group
training requires not so much that the
trainer knows ideas, facts, and -princi-
ples, but that he knows people, that he
deals with the learners rather than with
the subject matter or discussion topic.

Learning as a Reorganization
Process. The interviews clearly illus-
trated the extent to which the exposure
of the delegates to a single new idea
required a shifting, altering, and re-
organizing of a whole system of previ-
ously held concepts and attitudes be-
fore the new idea could be accepted
into the person’s cognitive organiza-
tion. This reorganization often involved
changing attitudes about the sclf, as
has already been stressed. Or it involved
examining and altering many  intel-
lecrual ideas and concepts at variance
with the new idea. In the typical learn-
ing situation it is not always possible
to observe this reorganization taking
place. In the non-directive interview,
however, the process can often be
clcarl_\' seen. For example, in one of the
interviews in this study, before the
delegate could understand and accept
why she always felt and behaved like
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an isolate in  groups, she worked
through all of the following:

—Mer relationship to her husband

—Her need to have others feel she is im-

p()l'tal'lt

—That feeling important must come from

within—not from what others think of
}'DLI

—Her insensitiveness to others

—Her uncertinty of her own judgment

—That she is forever scarching for happi-

ness

—The pattern of her behavior outside her

home

—Reasons for coming to the laboratory

—That she has been living under false

standards

—That she acts differently from what she

feels

—That she doesn't understand people

—Her uncertainty of what people think

about her

—Her dependency upon knowing whar

other people think of her

—Thar she behaves spontancously only

when she is sure of what others think
of her

—That she is selfish.

Finally, and apparently only after
this extensive reorganization of con-
cepts and attitudes, this delegate saw
that she feels like an isolate because she
relies so much on what others think of
her. And in all new situations it takes
her so long to find out what others
Yhink of her that she feels insecure,
lacks spontancity, puts up a front, says
things differently from the way she
feels. This kind of behavior merely
antagonizes the group and further in-
creases her feelings of being isolated,
thus completing the vicious circle.

The implication of this theory of
lcnrning is that learners should be given
every opportunity to verbalize those
related concepts and attitudes which
have to undergo change if the new idea
is to be assimilated by them. This

225



throws considerable doubt on the ef-
fectiveness of group training methods
which compartmentalize what is to be
learned or rely upon step-by-step
teaching methods, “holding to the
agenda” or “keeping on the subject.”

The Non-Directive Interview as
a Training and Research Tool. This
study suggests the possibility of using
a self-directed interview as an integral
part of a training situation. The justifi-
cation for its use would seem to be:

+ its value as a method of assisting, if
not accelerating, the individual process
of reorganization of concepts, attitudes,
and values

+ its value as a therapeutic device to
help the learner overcome resistances
or work through personal conflicts
produced by the learning situation.

Finally, this study suggests that the
self-directed interview has value as a
new tool for research. By means of
such an interview, the im'éstigatnr can
rap a rich source of new data about the
learning process and about the effects
of training upon the learner.
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