
CHARLES K. FERGUSON

Management Development in
^^Unstructured'' Groups

—an account of how a new training device works to improve
the personnel skills of managers.

A prominent airline official, in the early stages
of his participation in one of the many "un-
structured groups" sponsored by various husi-
ness, social, educational, and industrial agen-
cies for executive development, compared his
feeling to that of the pilot who radioed, "I'm
lost, but making damn good time."

The ambivalance of this executive's feeling
is typical of almost everyone's first reaction
to his participation in an "unstructured
group," for the experience is not quite like any
other learning experience. An "unstructured"
group is one in which there is no agenda, no
predetermined subject to discuss, and no rules
of procedure; its members are strangers to
each other, and—what is more—despite the
presence of a training-staff member, it has at
the outset no leader. And executives find them-
selves in this amorphous, what-are-we-sup-
posed-to-do situation, with the assumption that
they will develop further managerial skills.

Managers who have never been part of such
a group may be nonplussed to learn that such
organizations as the American Red Cross and
the American Cancer Society on one hand and
Esso Standard Oil on the other take their top
executives off to isolated resorts to participate
in such groups, presumably for management
development. That anything constructive could

come out of such an Alice-in-Wonderland sit-
uation has no logic on the face of it. To some,
if only social service organizations were en-
gaged in such an activity, it could be ex-
plained on the basis that such organizations,
full of "do gooders" as they are thought to be,
can be expected to try anything. And when
military commands of the Air Force, Army,
and Navy follow the pattern and place similar
reliance upon unstructured groups for the
training of managers, skeptics can charge it
off to the fact that, after all, the services also
are public bureaucracies and like social agen-
cies do not spend their own money on wild
schemes. But, when hardheaded, profit and
loss conscious, tough-minded industrial firms
like Esso Standard Oil, Champion Paper and
Fibre Company, R.C.A., and Republic Avia-
tion,' trod the same path, it may be time to
look at what these strange groups have to of-
fer the development of managerial resources.

' Esso Standard Oil is in the process of conducting
a series of two-week management development pro-
grams built around unstructured groups at the Gulf
HLls Dude Ranch, Gulf Hills, Mississippi, for between
five and six hundred managers from its Baton Rouge,
Louisiana refiner)-. Republic Aviation uses a residen-
tial center known as Scotch Mist on Long Island and
Champion Paper has such a center in North Carolina.
These companies and others are investing a great deal
of resources in the systematic use of unstructured
groups for management development purposes.
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The unstructured group, as it is currently

being used for management development pur-
poses by social, governmental, and industrial
organizations, was conceived by the late social
psychologist, Kurt Lewin, and his students and
colleagues. It is a contrived group of ten to
twenty people who are as nearly as possible
unrelated to each other by pre-existing organi-
zational or friendship ties. Members of a given
group are as close to being strangers to each
other as it is possible to arrange and, also in-
sofar as possible, do not have hierarchical rela-
tionships in the same organization. Training
staff members in a group consist of one or two
persons highly experienced in this kind of
training who typically create a leadership
vacuum by refusing to function in a conven-
tional leader or teacher role.

The beginning stage of a group is character-
ized by deliberate attempts to minimize status
differences (participants are encourged to wear
sport clothing, to call each other by first names,
etc.), and to encourage interaction (seating is
usually circular or arranged with the greatest
opportunity for eye-to-eye contact among all
members of the group). After some brief at-
tempt at orientation by one or more members
of the staff, an unstructured group comes face
to face with the hard unyielding fact "that there
is no structure except that we are all here in
this room, that nothing further will be done for
us, we do not know each other, we do not know
clearly what we are supposed to do, we have no
organization, no method, not even any common
ideas to begin with, and we are committed to
stay together for several days or several weeks."

Here the group members sit, looking at each
other, grown men and/or women, high salaried
people, busy important leaders at home, stuck
off somewhere in the comfortable wilderness
for a whole week or two or three, with no
course charted, no leadership offered, no prece-
dent to follow, with the need to make something
out of an apparent nothing.

One should not be expected to believe that
out of shaplessness can come shape; that out of
lack of structure can come organizational
methods, skills, growth and development. Yet,
with very rare exceptions, that is precisely what
happens. Growth comes not to children or
adolescents but to mature, experienced, re-
sponsible managers.

An unstructured group of this type is vari-
ously called a T group (for training), a D
group (for development), a B group, (for
basic), etc., but whatever its name, its basic
characteristic is relative absence of initial
structure. The unstructured group as an in-
strument for training was pioneered by the
National Training Laboratory in Group Devel-
opment at Bethel, Maine, under the leadership
of Leiand Bradford, and over the last dozen
years has been embroidered, refined, modified,
and experimented with both at Bethel, in other
myriad activities of the National Training Lab-
oratories, and in a number of Regional Train-
ing Laboratories and Universities throughout
the country. The development of unstructured
groups has also been influenced by the students
and works of Carl R. Rogers, J. L. Moreno and
others. The University of Michigan, the Uni-
versity of California at Los Angeles, the Uni-
versity of Chicago, the University of Texas,
Boston University, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, California Institute of Technol-
ogy, and the University of Utah, have been par-
ticularly active centers in using and expand-
ing the unstructured group for management
development purposes.'

We could compile a lengthy list of agencies,
groups, and firms across the country that have
used unstructured groups as a primary instru-
ment for managerial development. These have

' These centers conduct a great variety of programs
using the unstructured group, both for undergraduates
and for various professional and vocational groups.
Programs range all the way from intensive residential
sessions to once-a-week non-residential sessions spread
over several months.
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had an impact upon literally thousands of
managers.

Why? Why all the interest in unstructured
groups? What is the fire that is producing so
much smoke?

WHAT HAPPENS IN
UNSTRUCTURED GROUPS?

At the outset, the major compelling fact
about an unstructured group is that it requires
people to behave without knowing what is ex-
pected of them. It thus mobilizes in each indi-
vidual the impulses, theories, and interpersonal
skills that seem to him appropriate to make
sense out of an ambiguous situation in which
the only materials to work with are other
human beings. How to relate to this fuzzy situ-
ation to make meaning of it is the key issue
facing each group member. Each member is
confronted, either consciously or subcon-
sciously, with such questions as: "Should I
attempt to lead toward something or should
I wait and follow?" "Should I push for the
familiar order of Chairman and use of Roberts
Rules or should I wait to see what happens?"
"How much should I tell them about myself?"
"Shall I try to find out more clearly who these
other people are?" "Should I resist the person
who seems to be moving too fast or push the
person who seems to be moving too slowly?"
"Should I withdraw or proceed, listen or talk,
joke or swear, comfort or punish, complain or
suggest?"

What inevitably happens is that some mem-
bers are silent, guarded, watchful, and some
are competitive, controlling, aggressive. Some
are logical, rational, steady, and some are
emotional, anxious, volatile. Each member
demonstrates in this situation a significant part
of his own behavior and sees such demonstra-
tions on the part of other members. Since a
manager's own attitudinal and behavioral sys-
tem is the central ingredient of his managerial
role, he is thus given the opportunity to see
his attitudes and behavior, and those of others.

played out in dramatic relief against the illu-
minating backdrop of an unstructured group.

In the interchanges that always ensue, a man-
ager comes to discover more about himself and
his theory and skills as a manager, and,
through other group members, more about the
reactions of human beings Avith whom he in-
evitably must work as a manager. He can see
clearly illustrated, in interaction of which he
is a part, some aspects of his self-motivation,
something of the dynamics of others and of
group processes that lie at the heart of his or-
ganizational and personnel responsibility as
a manager. Because the behavior dynamics ob-
servable in an unstructured group contain most
all the dynamic elements of all human groups,
the lessons the participant learns can be ap-
plied in other group situations.

EMERGENCE OF STRUCTURE

In an unstructured group, authority is de-
liberately diffused. The staff member does not
typically assume any authority in tbe early
stages of a group, or, if he does, he usually lets
it go quite quickly. No clearly defined person
is boss bere. The person at first assumed to be
boss (the staff member) will not act like a boss.
There seems to be no clear cut locus of author-
ity, so the group comes to grips right off with
the problem of providing an authority struc-
ture. Structure always emerges. Some sub-
group or some person appropriates or is en-
dowed by the group with authority. Sometimes
the particular structure that emerges succeeds;
sometimes it fails. Exercise of authority always
produces consequences; it is this cause and
effect relationship between the exercise of au-
thority structures and its consequences that
becomes one of the principal subject concerns
of the group.

To see structure built before your eyes and
to see and feel the consequences of that struc-
ture is a unique experience, one that offers an
unparalleled learning opportunity for man-
agers. Although the manager at home deals
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constantly with organizational structure and
authority and the consequences of its exercise,
he is rarely put in a position where he can
come to appreciate as richly as in an unstruc-
tured group the relationship between structure,
authority and the human consequences of its
exercise. It is not too much to add that under-
standing and implementing the everchanging
relationship between organizational structure
and its consequences is the primary responsi-
bility of management. This primary relation-
ship is being studied by increasing numbers of
managers in the dynamic fashion that char-
acterizes its operation in life: in unstructured
training groups.

ESSENTIAL INGREDIENTS

All unstructured group training programs
depend for success upon five minimum ingredi-
ents: Interaction Experience, Participant Ob-
servation, Feedback, Conceptualization, and
Staff Competence.

1. Interaction Experience: Interaction al-
ways occurs among group members in the face
of nonstructure. It is predictable that the pres-
sures produced by silence and leadership abdi-
cation by training staff members will arouse
sufficient anxiety in group members so that one
member will begin to talk witb others. As soon
as one does, and it is usually quite soon, the
group is off to the races. Once the first verbal
stimulus is loosed, a continuous chain of inter-
personal action and reaction is unleashed that
will be ended only by the time limit of the
training program.

The interaction of an unstructured group is
a process that all members are caught up in,
even those who try to withdraw or resist. Some
people have tried consciously to remain aloof
without success, but the human drive to in-
fluence the course of affairs to which one is a
party is too strong. It leads even the most
sophisticated and aloof to take part in shaping
the group destiny in a way that makes best
sense to him. The very lack of structure acti-

vates the impulse toward self preservation and
provides as strong an energizer as a human
group could have.

"Who's got the dice?" was the first phrase
in one unstructured group that began the in-
teraction process. The process had no trouble
sustaining itself. So commonplace a thing as
conventional introductions unprovided can
lead to an immediate and frequently heated
controversy over "whether or not we should
introduce ourselves in the group." Since there
is no subject matter predetermined, "what we
talk about" often becomes a heated battle-
ground. And, of course, once having decided
what to talk about, an even more involving and
explosive possibility can develop out of group
consideration as to "how to talk about it"
and/or "when to stop talking about it." All of
these questions pale beside the basic challenge
of "what are we here for?"

An unstructured group's attempt to define
its own task, or its own goals, can precipitate
conflict and interaction that is lively indeed.
These issues, which may seem trivial to the
reader, perform a vital function: they make
interaction possible. Indeed they incite a most
basic and vivid form of human dynamics.

2. Participant observation: \^Tien Person A
cuts off Person B, this is always obsen-ed by
others in a group, noted, and filed silently
away in a storehouse of impressions. When
Person C consistently either supports or op-
poses Person D on every issue this impression
is also filed. As a matter of fact, if you are a
member of an unstructured group, a dozen or
so other people are constantly observing the
way you sit and look, what you say and do;
and in the process, they are developing some
feeling, some evaluation, and some general re-
actions about you. In the meanwhile, you join
everyone else in observing everyone else. And
every member obser\'es the group. If in the
beginning, all the women are silent while all
the men talk, this too is observed. Should some-
one dedicated to peace use a gift for blarney to
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prevent any issue from joining or any conflict,
this is sure to be noticed. So are the ones who
do not talk or talk too little. So are the ones
who talk too much. So are the clowns and the
solid citizens, and the pessimists and the die-
hards and the blockers and the naive optimists
and all the role-types known to every human
group. So are the bids for leadership, direct
and indirect. The practical men notice the
men who generalize about principle, and vice
versa, and each says to himself, "Oh, oh, we
have to watch those boys." So everyone watches
everyone else, except those he assesses as un-
worthy or too insignificant to watch—and
those not being watched, being human and
sensitive, are particularly likely to watch those
not watching them.

At first you tend exclusively to watch others,
but before long you begin also to watch your-
self. You learn to observe cause and effect rela-
tionships in behavior, even when you are an
active participant in the process. You are
helped to become a diagnostician and an in-
creasingly competent participant-observer
through the subtle example of the trainer, who
tends sooner or later to use himself as a diag-
nostician, and through the influence of theory
sessions (outside the unstructured group)
where you are systematically acquainted by
staff members with a variety of diagnostic con-
cepts and tools. This development of partici-
pant-observer skill is the second key ingredient
making for success.

3. Feedback: Each member of an unstruc-
tured group must have the opportunity to
learn from the observations of other group
members by having these observations ex-
plicitly and directly stated (or fed back) to
him. Group members must come to realize
the reactions they have created in others, and
the group must have the chance to learn which
of its dynamics or procedures are effective and
which are ineffective by pooling observations.
Plural ignorance or misinterpretation is the
consequence of lack of feedback.

There are two levels of feedback—individual
and group. In individual feedback, if group
members notice, for example, that one of their
number seems to be suspicious of every sugges-
tion made to move the group forward and that
he continually doodles such things as puppets
on a string or a large cat about to pounce on a
small mouse, they may deliberately call this to
his attention. Once he realizes what he has been
doing, one block to group progress may have
been removed. And, if through feedback he is
helped to discover the impact of a persistently
suspicious attitude, he may well be able to
achieve a better relationship as a manager at
home.

At a group level, if stalemate for the total
group results from tight, competitive loyality
to subgroups and this observation can be fed
back to them, the group is put in a position to
set up corrective mechanisms designed to pro-
duce an identification with the whole group
sufficient to achieve group movement.

A manager can learn a tremendous amount
through his experience in an unstructured
group, but not without benefit of feedback. It
is this writer's view that the staff member in
an unstructured group carries the responsi-
bility to intervene, if necessary, at strategic
points to suggest or demonstrate a methodology
that will insure feedback of the pertinent im-
pressions collected by members of the group
as it proceeds.

A. Conceptualization: Useful, transferable,
concept formation must follow from interac-
tion, observation and feedback. Simply to have
had an exciting or frustrating or stimulating ex-
perience in an unstructured group is not
enough to make for a successful developmental
experience. A manager must also be able to
form clear concepts about his behavior and
that of others which he can apply in other
situations. The point of managers' learning
about self, individual, and group dynamics in
an unstructured arena is precisely that he can
develop concepts which will provide guidance
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for his behavior in structured on-the-job
situations.

If a manager learns in bis bead and bis
viscera as a result of an unstructured group ex-
perience that "I bave a tendency to control
people and situations and this tendency makes
many people mad and many situations rela-
tively sterile," he has a concept that be can
take home as a conscious guide for behavior in
the future. Similarly, if a manager learns the
hard way that "to force a decision and action
with a significantly large group of concerned
people uncommitted to it means trouble in the
long run," he has a concept that may prevent
for both bim and bis organization a great deal
of administrative bell back on tbe job. If, as a
result of taking a deviate position in tbe group,
a manager feels tbe tremendous force of group
pressure tbat comes to deviants, be is better
able to develop concepts about deviants tbat
may belp bim to bandle creative deviation or
originality so tbat it can be a source of positive
energy to bis organization.

5. Staff Gompetence: For tbe most part effec-
tive staff members are drawn from teacbing
faculties of educational organizations. They
come largely from backgrounds in tbe social
sciences, particularly educational, clinical,
social or industrial psycbology, and psychiatry
and sociology. Tbe universities and organiza-
tions previously mentioned are reservoirs of
mucb staff talent. As migbt be expected, staff
members wbo function well in unstructured
groups, coming as tbey do from a variety of
disciplines and backgrounds, differ somewbat
in tbeory and practice.

One difference among trainers is tbe degree
to wbicb tbey intervene in tbe processes of a
group. Anotber difference is in tbe kind of in-
ter\'ention tbey employ, all tbe way from ex-
plicitly stated interpretation of processes to
pure reflection or description witbout any in-
terpretation.

Trainers differ also in tbe relevant concepts
tbey bold in wbat tbey see and bow tbey feed

it back. Some see largely procedural or intel-
lectual pbenomena; some are mainly aware of
emotional pbenomena. Some are sensitive to
a greater number of variables tban others.
Trainers, like all people, see what tbey are
prepared to see and differ to some degree in
tbeir impact on a group and in tbeir effective-
ness as teacbers. But because tbe persistent
processes of unstructured groups tbemselves
seem mucb more potent in contributing to the
development of managers tban do tbe idiosyn-
cracies of trainers, tolerance for individual dif-
ferences among trainers sbould be beld very
bigb.

Certainly tbere is an important lower thresh-
old of trainer competence. The fact is that
top rate staff for unstructured groups is in short
supply, but the exact qualities for successful
staff cannot be spelled out in a highly specific,
assured way. Probably no one would quarrel
witb tbe notions tbat competent staff should
bave a wealth of psycbological insigbt within a
context of understanding the broad range of
social sciences, tbat tbey be self-disciplined and
relatively free of a drive to exploit a group for
tbeir own needs, tbat they bave a high tolerance
for ambiguity so tbat tbey tbemselves can sus-
tain tbe uncertainty of an unstructured situa-
tion without prematurely spoiling it, tbat tliey
be adequately verbal, tbat tbey be able at times
to intervene wben it becomes strategically
necessary, tbat tbey be able to function ration-
ally in tbe face of bostility and/or conflict
focused upon tbem or loose in tbe group, tbat
tbey bave knowledge of a range of metbods
designed to result in learning and concept for-
mation. It belps immeasurably to bave staff
wbo, wben appropriately called upon, can con-
vey concepts tbat give meaning to tbe unstruc-
tured experience in a simple, clear, intelligible
fasbion. Tbe one thing that is catastrophic is
a conscious or unconscious trainer disbelief
in tbe ability of an unstructured group to
acbieve a positive result. Since genuine belief
comes only through experience, it is desirable
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that the staff members themselves have been
participants in an adequate number of un-
structured group experiences.

Interaction, participant observation, feed-
back, conceptualization, and staff competence
are all necessary to the success of an unstruc-
tured group. It is a wonder that these essential
ingredients seem to develop within a fairly
wide range of staff-member viewpoints and
behaivor: regardless of their exact beginnings
or of their trainers' theories and behavior, or
of their particular constellations of personali-
ties, unstructured groups all seem to end up
with more or less similar results. This is not
absolutely true, of course; there are varying
degrees of effectiveness and success among
groups, but it is amazing how similar are the
courses of such varied groups. It is extremely
diflicult to ruin an unstructured group ex-
perience.

COSTS AND VALUE

The training programs described here are
costly—especially for residential programs.
When you add travel costs to a room and
board expense of approximately thirteen to
twenty dollars per day per person for a period
of several days to several weeks, to the salary
costs of the key management personnel in-
volved, to the consulting costs of competent
staff, you come up with a sum that has always
seemed quite high to organizational officials
who have not participated in the experience.
As a matter of fact, almost every one of the
organizations mentioned in this document at
first resisted this approach to management de-
velopment because of the expense. But in every
case cited here participants' enthusiastic en-
dorsement has resulted in budgeting to con-
tinue this type of management development
program.

There have been many attempts to measure

the value of this approach to management de-
velopment in quantitative terms. There are
such studies underway in almost every one of
the organizations mentioned. The San Ber-
nardino Air Force Materiel Command has done
a series of four studies of their Leadership
Training Laboratories which indicate a sig-
nificant relationship between participation and
changes in managerial bebavior for the better,
reported by both the participant-managers and
their subordinates. Esso, Republic and other
organizations have continuing studies under
way and more research inevitably will be done,
but the most impressive current level of proof
is still to be found in the subjective experience
of organizations and managers themselves.

At this stage in the development of manage-
ment education, the increasing consensus that
experience in unstructured groups contributes
positively to the organizational psychological
climate and to supervisory understanding and
skill solidly supports growing use of the un-
structured group as an instrument for man-
agerial development.

SUMMARY

The unstructured group as an instrument for
management development is being used more
widely all the time by large business, industrial,
social, and governmental organizations. The
tremendous impact of unstructured groups is
due to the fact that they create an unparalleled
opportunity for managers to "see" complex
dynamics of interaction between and among
self and others in a context of group organiza-
tion. The chance to participate in, and observe,
the dramatic development of structure as it
emerges in an unstructured group, and to
evaluate its consequences, offers the most per-
tinent kind of learning opportunity for man-
agers.






