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T-Groups: Therapy or Training

MARIA PAZ BELTRAN

O the uninitiated, the term T-Group often arouses a cer-

tain amount of apprehension, Its introduction is inevitably

followed by the question, “What does the ‘T’ stand for?”

the implication being “I know very well it’s a bad disguise
for therapy, so don’t try to fool me.” The answer to this ques-
tion is nothing less prosaic than that the “I"’ stands for train-
ing. To which the immediate response is “training in what?”
And this is where the dialogue begins to falter for the proce-
dures, goals, and outcomes of training groups are as vaned as
there are trainers and members.

GOALS

The goals of a T-Group vary from group to group depend-
ing very much on the composition of the group, the individual
members, and the style of the trainer. They are influenced
by age and personality factors, by present and previous affilia-
tions of the members to other groups, by the members’ com-
mitment to the T-Group experience.

However, most T-Groups include as their explicit objec-
tives the following: (1) increased self-insight and self-know-
ledge; (2) increased understanding of the conditions which fa-
cilitate effective group functioning; (3) increased understand-
ing of interpersonal operations in a group (the rational-
intellectual aspects as well as the emotional conditions); and,
(4) development of diagnostic skills in individual, group, and
organizational behavior (Schein and Bennis, 1965).
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Variations on these four objectives occur with varying de-
grees of emphasis on one goal over other goals, again depend-
ing very much on the felt needs of each of the members and
the trainer’s own conception of the objectives. In the T-Groups
run by the author the primary emphases have been on height-
ening the individual’s awareness of self, on increasing his in-
sights into his own feelings, reactions to and impact on others,
and on increasing his awareness of the feelings, reactions and
impact of others on himself. A related objective has been to
increase the individual’s ability to handle his emotions and the
emotional undercurrents in group discussions to the advantage
of the group.

These two objectives have been stressed because it is felt
that Filipinos in groups suffer from a misguided sense of “Chris-
tian charity” and feelings of pekikisama which prevent the
individual from becoming aware of and accepting his true feel-
ings and reactions to others, and which, conversely,
inhibit the others from accepting and expressing their true
feelings and reactions. This tends to result in the repression
of data, intellectual and emotional (attitudinal), which are nec-
essary to the group if it is to arrive at an effective decision to
which all the members are committed.

What often occurs is that many members allow the so-
called leaders or chairmen to present what they, the leaders
and chairmen, feel are pertinent information and to make de-
cisions only on the basis of these data without consideration or
awareness of what the members think or feel. The members,
on the other hand, accept this situation because it has been the
traditional pattern of group functioning. At the same time,
the members very often inwardly disagree with their leaders.
This behavior is rationalized on the basis of “Christian charity”
or pakikisama. Members refrain from speaking out what
they truly feel and think in order “not to hurt the other per-
son,” in spite of the possibility that what they hold back may
actually be most beneficial to the full functioning of the group.

However, this pattern of behavior does serve a function
for the individual, a function which the T-Group is able to
bring to consciousness. This function is often one of defense,
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that is, a defense of the self. In the guise of “not hurting the
other person,” the individual is actually defending himself by
saying to the other “I won’t say what I really think or feel,
about you or your ideas because I don’t want to hurt you,”
at the same time implying, “now you can’t say what you really
think and feel of me.” Thus, “not hurting the other person”. is
not a true consideration of the other but an insurance against
exposing oneself to the possibility of an honest encounter with
oneself and with the others. Precisely because of this, deci-
sions are made with incomplete data and with little commit-
ment by the members to the decision.

Underlying these explicit goals are highly relevant but
vague, unverbalized values or meta-goals. These meta-godls
generally determine the course of action and outcomes of mem-
bership in the T-Group. They tend to transcend the explicit
goals and allow for the integration of these goals by the indi-
vidual into his behavioral system. These meta-goals are two-
fold: the values of science and the values of democracy (Schein
and Bennis, 1965).

The values of science include the spirit of scientific in-
quiry, of experimentalism, of learning from the here-and-
now experience, of questioning old behavior and trying
out new modes of behavior The outcome of this spirit
of inquiry is another meta-goal, that of expanded conscious-
ness and choice, of opening new alternatives to action, of a
realization that action implies choice and not mere conform-
ity to traditional structures and orders. The T-Group mem-
ber is encouraged to think about his behavior, to become aware
of and sensitive to himself and to others, to think about how
he chooses to behave.

The second set of values is that of democracy. These va-
lues center on the elements of interdependent and coope-
rative activity and the rational resolution of conflict on the
intellectual and effective levels. There is implied in these val-
ues a true respect for the self and for the other, a recognition
of each individual’s worth in contributing to the group effort.
Thus interdependence rather than legalistic, linear authonty
is the crucial element.
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Important too is another meta-goal: that of authen-
ticity in interpersonal relations, an acceptance and birth val-
uation for the expression of feelings and their effects, an
acceptance of emotions as valid data. 'This value is an impor-
tant one in creating an atmosphere where interpersonal com-
munication is free, where lines of communication within oneself
and with others can be established, where each individual mem-
ber can be fully congruent in himself and in turn allow others
to be as fully congruent.

TECHNIQUE

What is the process by which these goals, both explicit
and implicit, can be examined and internalized? The technique
of T-Groups is to bring together, within communicating and
demonstrable distance, a number of individuals under a trainer.
The group is usually composed of from 8 to 15 members with
a trainer and sometimes a co-trainer.

The T-Group is often described as a laboratory technique.
Its primary tool is the here-and-now situation, where each
member in the group is both participant and observer.

The assumption under which the T-Group operates is that
the most fruitful and meaningful way to learn is by examining
one’s own experience. In the T-Group, the phenomena under
consideration are the development of a group and the dynamic
interpersonal relations in the group. These phenomena can
best be understood by the experience of actively engaging in
the process of becoming a group, of creating a new community
and writing its history. This is the participant aspect of
T-Group membership. Learning, then, derives from the mem-
ber’s own experience in the group process and from his analysis
of this experience. This is the observer aspect of T-Group
membership.

The learning process develops in an unstructured situa-
tion. This is not to say that the T-Group has no structure,
that it remains a free-wheeling free-for-all, that laissez-faire
is the rule. What it means is that there are no pre-set struc-
tures, no super-imposed leader, no pre-determined agenda,
norms, patterns of communication. In other words, the T-
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Group does not follow the traditional structure of most groups,
the structure imposed on members by a leader, on a leader
by society, on society by who knows whom. The group is left
to its own resources to decide on a structure that is relevant
to itself. The members of the group decide on its course of
action, its goals, its tasks, its decisions. In this novel situa-
tion, the members are forced to re-examine and re-evaluate
their expectations, their modes of acting in a group and of
relating to people. The climate is such that each member has
to rethink things out for himself, to experiment with new
modes of behavior in coping with the situation, to establish
new roles, to discover the norms, the patterns of communica-
tion, the solutions, taking into account the differences in mem-
ber needs. Thus, the structure derives from the group, from
the felt needs of the members, from the task at hand. The
T-Group then, is a self-structuring group.

Typically, many groups in the Philippines initially fall
back on a parliamentarian form of conducting a meeting. This
seems to be the easy way out. But when the members are
forced to re-evaluate this form, to analyze its relevance to their
needs and their tasks, they tend to find that it is no longer
adequate, that it does not work in the new situation. It
is then that the group begins to restructure itself, developing
a system of roles, norms, patterns of communication and de-
cision-making that is best suited to its needs and its tasks.

Being thus left to fend for oneself usually results in tre-
mendous emotional confusion. The first few minutes after the
trainer’s introduction are characterized by stunned silence,
accompanied by mounting anxiety. The members are faced
with the dilemna of wanting to do something but not knowing
quite what to do because their stereotyped expectations have
been shattered. All “reliable” forms of support have been re-
moved and the members are faced only with themselves and
each other. Here is where the leaming experience begins.
Through the ensuing interaction or lack of interaction the mem-
bers are able to acquire a consciousness and an understanding
of the tensions within themselves and the repercussions of their
behavior on the group process. One of the main tensions which
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often arise in Filipino T-Groups revolves around a need to de-
pend on authority figures to ‘get things started.” The result of
this tension is the emergence of dysfunctional dominance by a
few members in the group and its rejection by others. This of-
ten leads to the insight that the responsibility ‘to get things
started’ lies not in any one member but rather in éveryone.

The role of the trainer is to act as a reflector of the group’s
pulse. As such, he is more than an unconcerned spectator.
He is very much a part of the group’s history and is just as
involved in the process as any of the other members. For only
by his authentic participation in the group can he come close
to feeling accurately and interpreting to the group the dyna-
mics of the here-and-now situation.

The trainer works mostly through interventions (Schein
and Bennis, 1965), that is, through bringing into focus the
events and underlying attitudes and tensions which otherwise
would go unobserved but which have a direct bearing on the
process. He might, for example, comment on the members’
feelings of anxiety and confusion in the face of the unstruc-
tured situation. Such an intervention would serve to focus
on the individual’s reactions to the novel situation, reactions
which if left unrecognized could hamper the growth of the

group.

According to Bion (1959), these interventicns should be
made when 1) the trainer feels that the group has developed
an attitude towards him; 2) the trainer feels that the group
has developed an attitude towards a member; and, 3) when
an individual acts as if he thinks the group has developed an
atlitude toward himself. These types of interventions em-
phasize the importance of affective tones in any group effort
and the place of attitudes even in intellectual discussions.

However, interventions are also made about other aspects
of the group process. Thus, Thelen (1954) includes and, in fact,
emphasizes interventions on problem-solving aspects, and on
relating the group experience to a general methodology. He
does, however, also include interventions on the state of rela-
tionships between work and emotionality in the group. In the
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T-Groups run by the author most trainer interventions have
focused on bringing out the affective and attitudinal aspects
of group interaction.

Through trainer interventions the group is able to
take steps toward acquiring the necessary data upon which
courses of action can be determined and changes effected.
However, this is not to say that interventions are made by the
trainer alone. In fact, as the members develop their diagnostic
skills, they tend to take over this trainer function.

T-Group sessions run from an hour and a half upwards.
Usually a time limit is proposed both for the duration of each
session and for the total number of sessions. These limits,
however, are not rigidly imposed and very often sessions ex-
tend their alloted time. The purpose for setting limits is to
force the group to set its pace of work.

Meetings may be spaced as infrequently as once a week
or as intensively as 2 or 3 whole days. Spacing meetings too
far apart creates a problem with regard to the continuity of
an integrated learning experience. Cramming the sessions too
closely also becomes detrimental when the individual is pre-
vented from attempting an on-going process of self-integration
as new levels of self-knowledge and interpersonal insights are
reached. The optimal spacing for meetings appears to be one
that is frequent enough to allow easy integration of the learn-
ing experience, not one that results in a piece-meal series of
events; one also, in which time is allowed for new insights to
be integrated by the individual.

Meetings may be conducted in a “cultural island” atmos-
phere. That is, members are removed from their every-day
milieu and isolated elsewhere as a group. This is of course an
ideal situation because it ensures at least some form of phys-
ical commitment. None of the T-Groups run by the author has
been conducted in this manner as of now. It has been found
that even while keeping the members in their natural setting,
it is still possible for the T-Group technique to work effec-
tively. However, it appears that some demand must be made
on members in order to ensure, at least, initial commitment.
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T-GROUPS AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Although the learning experience in a T-Group has a high-
ly personal, existential here-and-now focus, the change which
occurs, if and when it does occur, can be said to be effective
only if it is carried over into the other social systems to which
the individual belongs. This is where training groups and the-
rapy differ. In therapy, the criteria for cure are determined
by the therapist and the patient within the clinical context.
The change is gauged through this one-to-one relationship.
However, in training groups, the focus is on social learning
and on social interaction. Thus the change is gauged not only
by the individuals in the group but more importantly by the
individual’s performance in other social systems outside the
training group. (Schein and Bennis, 1965.)

The training group becomes, as it were, 2 microcosm of
the macro-group, society. Each individual brings with him the
summation of his interactive experience, past and present, sub-
jective and objective. In effect, he becomes a representative
of that which he is and that which has made him so. He is not
a prototype. He is himself, a unique individual, a unique self
to be understood and known, but a product of his inner life
and of his social conditioning. Thus while he remains the
unique individual that he is, he is also an experience of com-
parable others in society.

At this point, I would like to give a brief account of the
first T-Group run at the Ateneo Graduate School, Department
of Psychology. The group was composed of fourteen members
and one trainer. In this group a varied cross-section
of society and of social roles was represented: priests, for-
eigners, students, teachers, business manager, married man,
married woman, single girls, eligible bachelor. There was also
a considerable range of ages represented from a girl just out
of college, to three men in their middle ages. Personality
styles were just as varied from the shy timid girl, to the do-
mineering aggressive woman; the insecure sensitive young
man, to the confident businessman.

The members knew that the course would be a practicuum
in group dynamics but their expectations were of a structured



BELTRAN: T-GROUPS 617

learning situation where the professor would dictate the exer-
cise for the day, the roles to be played, the topics to be dis-
cussed. Instead, the class was told that the course would con-
sist primarily of T-Group sessions. With the exception of one,
the members had no idea of T-Groups. The trainer
explained to the members that the basis for leaming
was going to be their own experience as participants in the
process of becoming a group and that she was not there as a
professor or even as a group leader. In other words, she was not
going to tell them “what to do.” She explained that the group
was going to be self-directing.

The shattering of all traditional expectations resulted in
the first learning experience for the members. All of a sudden,
they were denied a set of assumptions which previously had
determined their behavior in groups. This novel situation
created a lot of confusion, frustration and anxiety but it also’
forced the members to re-evaluate their expectations and
their usual patterns of behavior.

The interaction among members at this point was very
restrained. People were very polite and reserved. Actions were
directed towards maintaining a smooth surface. Relationships
were determined by the social roles of each member outside
the group, thus maintaining the appropriate social distance.
For example, priests were deferred to by the laymen because
this was the socially approved pattern. The women remained
quiet because their social role demanded that they let the
men talk.

At this stage, there was a lot of silence, broken by ner-
vous laughter and anxious attempts by a few to start a dis-
cussion. There was much of unverbalized hostility against the
trainer who, the members felt, was manipulating the group by
not stating what she wanted the group to do or where she
wanted the group to go. There were also manipulative at-
tempts on the part of the group to try and get the trainer to
assume the leadership role, thus making their position more
comfortable. When these attempts failed, the group decided
to fall back on a tried pattern of group functioning by electing
a chairman, preparing an agenda and choosing a “safe” topic
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(that is, a topic far enough removed from the group so that
no “toes” would be stepped on).

All these traditional patterns were tried only to be met
by half-hearted participation, polite disinterest, repressed hos-
tilities and more frustration. The members found that these
patterns of group functioning were not satisfying. This led
to a re-evaluation of personal goals of membership in the group
and an attempt to formulate group goals that would take into
account the needs of each of the members.

Problems of intimacy, participation and feedback proces-
ses were brought up. How well did people have to know each
other in order to be able to communicate? What did “know-
ing the other person” mean? Did it mean that each person
had to reveal all his secrets? Or did it mean that each person
was willing to express fully what he thought and felt, at the
same time allowing the other person to do the same? What
did participation mean? Was participation ourely verbal?
Was verbalizing necessarily participation? Or did participa-
tion mean involvement, either verbal or non-verbal? What
were the conditions which facilitated or blocked feedback?
What was feedback? Why was it so important? All these
problems were dealt with as they were revealed in the group
interaction.

Early in the history of the group, a personality clash arose
between two of the members, resulting in much anxiety among
the others; the hostilities and antagonisms between the two
members could not be ignored and the members found them-
selves reacting to the conflict, becoming involved. The conflict
was such that the group would have remained static unless
it were resolved. But resolving the conflict required a re-orien-
tation of an unverbalized norm in the group: that of main-
taining smooth interpersonal relations at all costs. Retaining
this norm meant not expressing one’s true feelings so as not
to hurt anyone. But retaining this nocrm also meant disrupting
the progress of the group in its atempts to form itself, to be-
come cohesive, to move forward. A conflict therefore between
two members became a group conflict which could be resolved
only by the group itself.
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The members, however, were not used to dealing objective-
ly with emotions of hostility or aggression either in themselves
or in others. Members tried disguising what they truly felt,
made strong attempts to suppress the problem, or tried polite,
tactful maneuvers to get the two antagonists to “shake hands
and make up.” As a result, a lot of evaluative, judgmental
statements were made which only served to disrupt the group
even more. Once the conflict was openly recognized and dis-
cussed, the members were able to see the constructive possi-
bilities of an open acceptance and discussion of feelings. From
then on emotions and feelings became valid data for discus-
sion and problem-solving.

The early stages of the T-Group were marked by a strong
dependency behavior on the part of the members toward the
trainer. In the later stages, these dependency needs were
transferred into counterdependency measures by a few of the
more aggressive and independent members. At this period
in the group’s history, the persons who did the most talking
became the leaders. This period was also marked by a rejec-
tion of the trainer. The trainer’s interventions were politely
listened to and then ignorcd. The trainer nevertheless could
not be completely rejected and when, at one point, a member
suggested throwing the trainer out of the group since he felt
the trainer’s presence was inhibiting the group, the other
members were quick to rise to the defense of the trainer and
reassure her that she was still liked and needed by the group.

This period was characterized by an attempt to resolve
the authority-leadership relationship. A polarization between
“talkers” and ‘“non-talkers” arose. The ‘“talkers” became the
leaders on whom the “non-talkers” depended to get the group
started but they were also the objects of much hostility and
resentment. Each group felt manipulated by the other. The
“non-talkers” never took the initiative but always criticized
the “talkers” for whatever attempts they made in trying to
attain the goals they had set for the group. The “talkers” on
the other hand felt the responsibility for taking the initiative
but did not receive any support for their attempts.
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The “talkers” then decided to relinquish their leadership
functions and began prodding the “non-talkers” and exerting
pressure on them to contribute to the group, to assume some
responsibility in solving the group’s problems and to show the
necessary behavior as the occasion demanded. The “talkers”
were then accused by the “non-talkers” of being naggers and
pushers. Apparently, the “non-talkers” were not willing to
accept the leadership from anyone but the trainer and when
this was denied, they also refused to accept any part of the
responsibility for the group. They criticized the trainer for
not doing her job as they saw it, they criticized the “talkers”
for taking over, but they also refused to take any initiative.

Only when the “non-ialkers” were able to say to the “talk-
ers” “stop nagging me and I'll be more willing to accept the
responsibility” was the group able to move on. Although the
change had been gradual, it was at this time that the realiza-
tion came that in order for the group to get anywhere, inter-
dependent patterns of leadership were necessary. From then
on, the participants became freer, more spontaneous, and, above
all, more productive. At the same time, all the members be-
came more satisfied with their membership in the group.

The relationships that were established in this group were
personal relationships; that is, the response was made to the
person not to the prototype he or she represented. Thus, the
relationships with the foreigner were formed with him primar-
ily as a person. In the beginning at least he had also been
reacted to as representative of the segment in society labeled
foreigner. In relating to this person, the Filipinos in the group
were able to come to terms with their attitude, their typical
modes of reacting to foreigners. They were able to examine
these attitudes and modes of behavior and receive feedback
from the individual concerned. Consequently, they were able
to re-evaluate their attitudes and modes of behavior and change
them. At the end of the sessions, many of the Filipinos in the
group expressed the feeling that they were glad they had had
this opportunity to know a foreigner as a person and that it
had changed their attitudes and modes of responding to other
foreigners. This feeling was reciprocated by the foreigners in
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the group. Much the same impression was also expressed about
the relationship between the lay people and the priests in the

group.

A less dramatic change was shown by a young girl who
had been very inhibited at the beginning of the sessions. At
first she had been unable to see why. Eventually, it came out
that she would clam up whenever one of the women in the
group started talking and especially when this woman insisted
that she talk. She was able to realize this when members in
the group pointed out the woman’s behavior and her reaction
to this woman, The young girl was then able to tell the wom-
an to leave her alone, that she was going to talk when she
wanted to.

Within the micro-society of the T-Group, members are
able to deal with themselves in relation to others and to the
group, and to deal with others and the group in relation to
themselves. The micro-society of the T-Group presents a ma-
nageable situation where the phenomena found in society
can be demonstrated in the concrete, in the here-and-now
process, in the existential experience where the individual
member is actor-spectator-director. He is an actor in that he
is directly responsible for the events which take place either
through his active participation or his passive withdrawal.
But his very presence or non-presence has a direct bearing
on the group and he is able to see this. In other words, he
reacts and is reacted to. He is a spectator in that he
is able to observe himself in the group, where he can step
back and analyze, attempt to understand and explain, where
he can formulate new hypotheses for action. He is a director
in that he can choose his course of action, he can try new
modes of behavior.

The T-Group, unlike the therapy session, is not a respite
from life. Rather it is a laboratory for life, an intensification
of living, where even non-involvement is a commitment with
demonstrable repercussions.

Because of this, the T-Group experience is an emotionally
involving one. In many cases, it is like going through an emo-
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tional wringer, It requires the whole presence of the individual,
One member of a T-Group once described this involvement
very aptly. In attempting to find an answer to the question
of what the “T” stood for, he made a sign across his fore-
head and down his face. To the looks of perplexity, he said,
“Well, do you mean that we are present here with our eyes,
ears, nose and mouth?” This is as clear and dynamic a state-
ment of what involvement in a T-Group means; a commit-
ment, an investment of the whole person, a risk taken into
the process of interacting with and reacting to the individuals
in the group, a commitment which requires a response whe-
ther it is of jumping into the life of the group or running
away from it. And it is where the greatest investment is made,
where the greatest risk is taken that change can occur. An
interesting insight achieved by a T-Group member after the
sessions had ended was that he realized he had profitted very
little from the experience because he had not invested much,
had not become involved.

OUTCOME

A striking outcome from the T-Group previously des-
cribed was that the businessman in the group began cunning
T-Group style conferences with the salesmen under him.
This is an instance where what had been learned in the T-
Group was being transferred to the original social system of
a member.

For some, the T-Group experience results in a deep
personal change. One member describes this change as: “The
experience made me more secure of myself. It gave me the
boost I needed, as well as better control over my emotions so
as not to antagonize people in a group discussion. It thus
taught me how to run a group discussion better, and to be able
to push without hurting.” Another member, in giving his im-
pressions says: “They [the members in the group] make you
realize who you are and what you are, that you come to know,
understand, and accept yourself better. You emerge a new
man—a mar: who is richer for he has gained insight into himself
and other people.” A young girl who had been very shy and
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quiet during the first few sessions felt that the T-Group ex-
perience had made her less afraid to come out and speak. This
change was evident in a comparison of her behavior during the
first few meetings with the later sessions. It was the need to
rely on herself because of the unstructured situation that had
brought about the change. Her consequent contributions to
the group were well received, a fact that reinforced her new
mode of behavior.

For a few, the experience does nol have much meaning
either because of a lack of involvement or because of the
strong emotional strain. As one T-Group member put it: “One
thing I learned is that I will never join another T-Group.” On
the whole, most who go through a T-Group profit from the
experience, even if what they learn cannot be categorized or
assigned a grade.

We cannot attempt to change society. We cannot even
attempt to change individuals in society. We can shout our
interpretations of the ills of society and of individuals in society
but this does not assure us that we have been heard. But in
bringing a group together, it is possible to demonstrate
the characteristics of the group and the individuals in it. It
is then possible to have our interpretations heard. It is then
possible to witness the evidence on which the interpretations
are based.

Thus, by placing individuals in a training group, it may
be possible to change not only these few individuals but also
the social system to which they belong.
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