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THE CLASSIC T-GROUP 

Matt Minahan and Robert Crosby 

 “Oh, man, are we gonna sit here all day?  In this silly circle?  I wonder what the agenda 

is?  Why won’t they just tell us what we’re going to do?  If someone doesn’t speak up soon, I’m 

gonna go nuts . . .  And why don’t the leaders just lead?”  The inner monologue of a typical T 

group participant on the first day. 

It seems like torture to subject people to a large circle of colleagues and peers or even 

strangers for several days, without an agenda, without a clear plan, and with leaders who do not 

seem to lead. And yet, that is exactly the fertile ground in which mountains of learning erupt that 

make the silence and early ambiguity worth it. This chapter describes the T-group as a form of 

personal and professional development including its history, growth, decline, and current 

applications. 

T-GROUP DEFINED AND EXPLAINED 

The T-group is a “type of experience-based learning environment” (Seashore, 1999, p. 271) 

whose ultimate purpose is to develop and enhance the members’ human relations competencies 

(Tannenbaum, Weschler, & Massarik, 2013).   The T-group helps members increase their own 

interpersonal skills, understand the impact of their own behavior on others, and others’ behavior 

on them. 

Experiential learning groups, such as T-groups “focus primarily on developing members’ 

understanding of group-level processes and of their own behavior in groups,” (Gillette & 
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McCollum, 1995, p. 3).  The T-group provides participants with an “opportunity to learn about 

themselves, their impact on others and how to function more effectively in group and 

interpersonal situations. It facilitates this learning by bringing together a small group of people 

for the express purpose of studying their own behavior when they interact within a small group,” 

(Gallagher, 2012, p. 2). 

Participants and one or two trainers sit in a circle in a group of 7 to 15, interacting with 

each other on ideas and topics that emerge from their own conversations, rather than from a pre-

planned agenda or curriculum.  The interaction among the members as topics are suggested and 

pursued, or suggested and ignored, allows the participants to: 

• observe the impact of their behavior on the group;  

• gain insights from other participants and occasionally the trainers about how they are 

perceived by others; 

• practice the skills of giving and receiving feedback, including the full range of emotions 

involved; 

• improve their ability to observe interactions “in the moment,” and notice the impact of 

others’ behavior on themselves; 

• experiment with different behaviors of their choosing; and 

• see how participants react, observing the results the new behaviors might generate. 

In addition, interactions are happening, and learning can occur, at the level of the: 

• individual, where most participants gain insights into their own thoughts, feelings, and 

reactions to what’s going on around them; 
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• interpersonal, where most participants can assess the impact of their behavior on other 

people and the group.  The participant can assess whether the degree to which that impact 

is aligned with their own conscious intentions and can monitor their own feelings; 

• group, where cohesion, power, group maturity, climate, and structure can be affected by 

certain behaviors and feelings; and 

• organization, where authority, decision making, business process simplification, cross-

unit conflict, communication, stereotyping, etc can be figural (Seashore, 1999). 

This includes the full range of emotions involved. This places the T-group as a precursor 

to the quest for emotional intelligence.  John Wallen, who co-authored with Carl Rogers 

"Counseling with Returned Servicemen" in 1946, forged his remarkably clear distinctions 

between the 'description' of an emotion (“I'm irritated by how you said that”) and its expression 

(“Shut up!”).  Finding that emotion and describing it became one of the key features of the T-

group, especially in the Pacific Northwest of the U.S. where Wallen led NTL T-groups and other 

programs for years. 

Also powerful was his distinction between openness (describing an emotion) and 

personal confession. Participants already were highly skilled in telling personal secrets, such as 

“I've been divorced twice.” Many assumed that openness meant more expressions and 

confessions. Perhaps even more critical was that few knew the distinction between being 

judgmental versus being descriptive of behavior, which is the bedrock "scientific" skill learned in 

the T-group. It is this capacity to differentiate between actual phenomena and the internal 

thoughts and feelings they generate that helps create a balance between the thinking and feeling 

parts of the brain. 

KEY PRINCIPLES OF T-GROUP PARTICIPATION 
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Given its unique form as a learning laboratory and specialized focus, the T-group has its own 

principles and practices  on learning how to learn and the peers as teachers which contribute to 

its success that will be presented next (Golembiewski, 1999). 

Laboratory Learning 

Even though it is possible to generalize about the outcomes of a T-group, it is impossible to 

predict the topics or conversations that can occur.  Each T-group is a laboratory in which 

individual participants engage in experiments of their own design.  They are both the scientists in 

this laboratory, creating and testing hypotheses about themselves, others, and the group, and the 

subjects of their own experiments, doing the things designed by their inner scientist to see what 

happens and how they feel about it. 

Learning How to Learn 

Rather than being driven deductively by predetermined content, learning occurs inductively from 

the experiences that take shape in the group.  That is true especially over time, as the first few 

hours and days of a T-group are often disquieting and uncomfortable, especially for those 

expecting a traditionally structured training course. Effective T-groups engage participants’  

“emotions, values, and motoric skills” -- the ability to execute a new skill so effectively that it 

becomes tacit or unconscious --“in ways that are strikingly uncommon in a typical classroom” 

(Crosby, 2013b, p. 55). 

Peers as Teachers 

Much of the learning in the laboratory is based on feedback received from other T-group 

participants; therefore, the “teachers” are other members of the T-group.  It is not uncommon for 

a T-group trainer to begin by saying something like, “Look around this room, around this circle.  
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These are your teachers, and it is from them you will learn much, much more than the staff can 

ever teach you.”   

 

 

Here and Now 

As any mindfulness practitioner or teacher will know, keeping our consciousness in the present, 

in the “here and now,” is difficult on a good day.  When you add 6 to 14 other people to the mix, 

with all of the distractions and anxieties involved, it is hard work to keep the group’s focus on 

the events they themselves are creating in the “here and now.”  Stories about past experiences 

and work place troubles and other historical events are the currency we exchange in everyday 

life and conversation.  But to create the laboratory in which participants can experiment, the 

focus must be on what the group is doing and feeling in this present moment, so that all in the 

circle have access to the same data in real time. 

T-GROUP: CONTENT AND PROCESS 

The other major concept that drives the T-group experience is the difference between the content 

of the work and the process by which it is done.  “The easy answer is that process is not the what 

but the how” (Schein, 2013, p. 66). 

Using the iceberg as a metaphor, the content of the work occurs above the waterline . . . 

that which we can see and hear and is happening in the open, in plain view of all.  That is most of 

the focus of our work and daily lives as seen in Figure 25.1.   
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Figure 25.1. Group Dynamics 

 
 

The process of the work occurs below the waterline. The variables we are seldom trained to 

observe but which generate thoughts and feelings in us about which we are often not even aware.  

Process variables are typically observed and noted by the leader at first, until the group itself 

takes over and becomes self-enforcing.   

Process variables include, but are not limited to, who is in the group and how they show 

up, who is taking on what roles, how leadership is enacted, how decisions are made, how 

members deal with disagreements and conflicts, how members relate to authority, how members 

use “I” statements to speak for themselves and own their own perceptions, how members know 
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of the emotionality of the group and its work, how they separate feelings from thoughts or 

judgments, how the group develops its own emergent norms around communication, conflict 

management, problem solving, decision making, etc.  Because the “real world” is driven by 

content, it does not train or teach how to monitor and observe these process variables in real 

time.  That is why the T-group is the ideal setting for participants to focus on the process 

variables, because the content of the conversation is about those dynamics below the waterline, 

the “here and now” work of the group, which is where the real ballast of the iceberg and the 

power of group life live and which provides grounding for the other dimensions of 

communication. 

THE ROLE AND SKILLS OF THE T-GROUP TRAINER 

In a traditional program, the expert management consultant or stand-up trainer “typically 

intervenes on the content of the work: he or she makes recommendations about how to solve 

problems” However, an OD practitioner or T-group trainer intervenes “on the variables that fall 

below the waterline of the iceberg, those process variables that affect the group and how it does 

its work (adapted from Minahan, 2014, p. 400). 

The T-group leader leads no discussion of topics.  Instead, she brings to consciousness 

dynamics about which the participants are not usually aware, the process variables (Crosby, 

2013a). 

The goal of the effective T-group trainer is to support the group as it develops the 

capacity to do its own work and to overcome its dependency on the trainer.  The T-group trainer 

most often intervenes early in the life of the group almost exclusively on interpersonal and group 

processes.  Within a day or two, most groups get what is needed, and the T-group trainer can 
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focus on the more complex, systemic dynamics of the group and its work, often intervening less 

frequently as the T-group goes on. 

Two major factors determine the success of the T-group leader.  “The first is our ability 

to notice and understand what’s going on in the various levels, stages, and phases of group life . . 

. The second is our ability to notice and understand what’s going on in our own inner lives; our 

work as an intervener, leader, or member of a group is a function of our own self-awareness and 

ability to communicate about the complex factors “emotions, and “multiple motivations that 

make us human” (Minahan, 2014, p. 404). 

WHAT PARTICIPANTS SAY ABOUT T-GROUPS 

It was at the Academy of Management annual conference in 2009 in Chicago that many of the 

past chairs of the OD Division of the Academy – including Stafford Beer, Warner Burke, Frank 

Friedlander, Larry Greiner, Bob Golembiewski, Craig Lundberg, and Dale Zand among others, 

cited their T-group experience as the moment that changed their lives for the better.  These 

leaders in leadership, management, and OD said it was in their T-group experiences and training 

they learned to notice process, to operate in the here and now, to test their observations and 

inferences before acting, and to empathize with others in way that had not happened previously. 

Quotations from participants acknowledge their T-group . . .  “was a life changing 

experience.  It has stuck with me even though I did it many years ago” (engineer).  “I went 

through this almost 20 years ago . . . and it is the only training that has ever stuck with me.  I use 

the skills and concepts every day” (nuclear power industry).  “My employee grew more in one of 

T-group]than he had in the previous 24 years I have known him” (plant manager).  “I’ve never 

had such a powerful experience in my life” (accounting manager).  So, despite the complaints in 
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the first paragraph, these quotations are more typical of what people say at the end of their T-

group experience. 

THE PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE OF T-GROUPS 

Soon after its creation as a social justice and racial equality intervention in the late 40s, the T-

group quickly became mainstream.  Thousands attended sessions. Life Magazine, perhaps the 

most prestigious publication of that time, ran a major article featuring the personal growth aspect 

of this new popular movement. They dubbed it "sensitivity training." While that term had been in 

earlier use referencing sensitivity to group processes it was rapidly being interpreted exclusively 

as referring to intrapersonal/interpersonal sensitivity.   

With rapid growth came the inevitable decrease of quality as trainers proliferated without 

training or grounding in this social-psychological phenomenon.  The Wallen distinctions 

mentioned earlier were blurred or unknown.  A decline was perhaps to be expected. Countless 

stories abound of groups (under names such as Encounter, Sensitivity, T-group, etc.) that became 

"spill your guts" sessions.  One major corporation began such groups with practices so foreign to 

the original intent that participants were even encouraged to drink before evening sessions to 

help them be more "open.”  A decade later one of the authors of this piece (Crosby) was 

constantly having to ease some frightened participants in that corporation into industry-wide T-

group training because of those earlier efforts. As the T-group form evolved through the 1960s 

and 70s, “the motoric element emerged on par with the cognitive and affective domains. This 

was common place in sports, but virtually unknown in this educative arena.  ’Experimental try’ 

of new behaviors was encouraged” (Crosby, 2013a, p. 4). 

Today, there are two basic forms of the T group.  The first form are T-groups among 

strangers are offered by NTL Institute approximately monthly on a first-come-first-served basis 



10 
 

among participants who come together for a week and then disband.  The other are T-groups 

conducted among people who know each other in university and organizational settings.  The 

most popular elective course for Stanford University’s MBAs is a T-group, lovingly referred to 

as “Touchy-Feely.”  Many other universities teach about T-groups and their history, and several 

conduct actual T-group sessions as part of the OD curricula.  One of the authors (Crosby) 

continues to facilitate T-groups with intact work groups within organizations and in open 

sessions twice a year, with one major client finding statistically significant improvements in 

boss-employee relationships among those who have attended. 

As for the future, the T-group must be grounded again in its original intent. The 

possibilities of this transformative training that Carl Rogers reportedly called "the most 

important social invention of the 20th century" (1970, p.15) have yet to be realized in the 

political, social, and business community. Learning to adapt and market it lies ahead as does 

deeper grounding and training. Energy spent inventing new interventions could be well spent 

digging deeper into this one still barely known or applied even in the OD world. 

Perhaps the biggest challenge for the future is the velocity of time in today’s 

organizational world.  Few organizations think they can spare key staff and managers for the full 

five days that the form requires to achieve its optimal results.  Trainers continue to experiment 

with shorter forms, but have found nothing that achieves the same benefit as the five-day format 

of today’s T-Group. 

SUMMARY 

The T-group as a form of personal and organizational intervention is entering its eighth decade, 

having clearly evolved from its simple creation at a workshop on racial equality.  Its use grew 

rapidly through the 50s and 60s, expanding into personal growth and management development, 



11 
 

and has been applied well, and perhaps misapplied in settings and situations for which it was not 

ideally suited.  However, when designed and facilitated well, the T-Group remains among the 

most powerful personal, interpersonal, and organizational interventions.  Participants continue to 

report “life changing” insights and experiences; trainers continue to experiment with the form to 

make it ever more relevant to today’s world; and, organizations continue to benefit from the T-

Group as a personal skills and organization development intervention. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. Please reflect upon your own learning experiences.  Which ones were the most powerful 

for you, and what made them so? 

2. Did your most powerful learning experiences occur in a social setting, i.e, in the presence 

of other people, or when you’ve been alone? 

3. What role do you think other people play in learning lessons about yourself and your 

impact on others? 

4. To what extent could you be comfortable in a learning environment that was mostly 

unstructured and unplanned, but still governed by principles supporting personal growth 

and managed by a trained and skilled facilitator? 

 

RESOURCES  

NTL Institute on The Origins of the T-Group Methodology: 

https://www.ntl.org/?page=OriginsTGroupMethod 

History of T-groups: 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=IdxxRYNwMG8. 

On the Heart of T-groups by Robert Crosby: 

https://www.ntl.org/?page=OriginsTGroupMethod
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IdxxRYNwMG8
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www.youtube.com/watch?v=po2yu-FCUNk. 

On Openness in T-groups by Robert Crosby: 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsh7F3beJf4 
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