Unit 6, Session 2
Group Processes


Affect vs. Task 

The relationship between affect (emotions, feelings, etc.), and task is one of the primary subjects of the study of groups.  These variables are, in a broad sense, the issue in much of the material in the next few chapters you are about to read.  Definitions are fairly simple: As we have studied, to be a group, a collection of people has to have a goal.  That goal is the primary focus of the group.  Obviously, once the group task is completed or ceases to exist, the need for the group is no longer there either.  The group must either disband, or find a new purpose. 

In the course of working toward the group's goal, people in the group will interact with each other.  As human beings, when we work closely together, feelings and emotions will emerge that are not necessarily related to the task at hand.  These feelings are very complex, and can be positive, negative, or neutral.  Some of the feelings directly impact the ability of the group to focus on the task.  Some facilitate the group's activities, and some are detrimental to the group completing its function. If I were to summarize this module, I would say that our study of groups--broadly speaking--is the study of the relationship between affect and task. 

If you look at the scientific literature on group dynamics, you will see that most of it is focused on affect.  Group dynamics is the study of these relationships.  Substantially less literature is focused on task.  That is, we have much less information about how groups complete their task, than we have about how they feel about completing it.  Nevertheless, there has been some very interesting research in this area that we will explore.  Of course, for us as practitioners of OB, reaching the goals of our organization is of primary importance.  This does not mean that we are oblivious to how we get there.  For example, a substantial body of research shows that a group decision will only be implemented in organizations if it has support of the decision making group.  Hard feelings among group members can make this impossible. 

When we look at the relationship between task and affect, we see a classic 2 x 2 matrix. On one axis, we have high affect-low affect and on the other axis, high task orientation-low task orientation (although some studies substitute other words).  You are going to see this relationship discussed in several aspects of the functioning of groups.  For example, Blake and Mouton used this relationship in the study of leadership.  Instead of a 2 x 2 matrix, they use a 9 x 9 matrix (see page 407 of your text).  The only difference between the two is the 9 x 9 allows for a graphic representation of the strength of the relationship. A 2 x 2 matrix is dichotomous--the trait either exists or it doesn't.  The larger grid says that a trait can exist a little or a lot.  Blake and Mouton claim that the best leader is the "high-high" leader--one who is strong in both task orientation and in nurturing the feelings and relationships within the group or organization. 

We will see this issue raised in our discussion of group decision making.  The question is, does the group focus on completing the task or building cohesion within the group.  Before you say "task," we will need to think about this a little bit.  Let's say your organization has created a taskforce to solve a particular problem.  The goal of the group is to solve the problem and then have the various people in the taskforce, who come from different departments of the organization, implement it in their respective divisions.  Let's assume a goal oriented, strong willed group leader (in Blake and Mouton's terms, a High-Low type personality) pushed through a decision.  How effective do you think the implementation is going to be?  A group decision is not worth very much if the members of the group are alienated by the process. 

I wish we could get into more detail in this basic issue, but there is just not enough time.  I would like to make one other quick point:  We often think that groups must be harmonious.   In fact, if you look at the literature on groups--particularly in the popular press, you will see a lot of advice about how to make certain group members are cohesive.  This is not necessarily good advice.  Research by several scholars (Chanin, Shapiro, Sweiger, Ragan, Sandberg, Rechner, Cosier, Valacich, and many others--references upon request) shows that the key to success in group decisions is DISAGREEMENT.  That is, it is important for the group members to be argumentative, while not being verbally aggressive.  
Argumentative is a term that refers to disagreements over facts (task related).  Verbal aggressiveness is a reference to personal verbal attacks by one group member on another (affect related).  Verbal aggressiveness is, of course, destructive to group decision making, BUT argumentativeness is positive. 
In two very interesting studies on this subject, researchers created decision making groups.  In the control groups, the members were given a problem to resolve.  They were to discuss the issues, and make a decision. The experimental groups were given the same task, but unbeknownst to group members, a "ringer" (a person planted by the experimenters in the group, without the knowledge of other group members) was placed in the group.  The ringer was instructed not to reveal his assignment and to make only negative comments about all of the ideas that were discussed.  He was told to make no personal attacks on other group members, but to disagree with every suggestion the group made to solve the problem. 

Is this disruptive to the group cohesion?  It sure is!  But, as you have probably already guessed, the groups with the naysayer were significantly more successful in decision making.  They generated more unique ideas and their decisions were more workable and accurate.  When you think about it, it makes a lot of sense.  If you get a lot of happy-talk in groups, you don't test the ideas thoroughly enough.  You should compare this result, however, to the popular literature on groups and teams.  Most of this advice will tell you that disagreements in decision groups are bad.  Nothing could be farther from the truth! That leads us to the next topic...  

Groupthink and Groupshift 

The original work by Janis, quoted in your text, has been studied by countless researchers.  The results of the research on this theory have been inconclusive.  This does not stop people from using the theory--primarily because it just makes a lot of sense.  Those of us who have worked in groups have seen the phenomenon.  Groups--particularly highly cohesive groups--are easily swayed.  When friendships develop within the group, feelings between group members can influence deliberations.  Task becomes subordinated to affect.  Subgroups can develop, that form voting blocks.  Leaders emerge in most groups, and they become increasingly difficult to contradict.  In fact, Groupthink and Groupshift can have serious consequences.  The classic examples are the Bay of Pigs invasion, or the Challenger Space Shuttle disaster.  These sensational stories distract our attention from the daily manifestations of Groupthink.  
For example, it has been clearly demonstrated that groups will make much harsher decisions than individuals.  Your author goes into this in some detail.  Juries will sentence somebody to death, when none of the individuals on the jury would have done it.  This is sort of a reverse form of synergy, where the group is LESS than the sum of its parts.  
For those of you who would like to pursue this issue, I refer you to the work of Dr. Jerry Harvey, who gave us the "Abilene Paradox."  Dr. Harvey bases his idea on an experience of his youth in West Texas, and describes how his entire family, one hot Texas afternoon (before air conditioning), drove for hours to buy ice cream, when nobody actually wanted to go.  We have all seen groups do things like this.  An idea gets a life of its own, and a decision is made that nobody in the group fully supports, or even wants.  If you want to read more about this, check the reference in the http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abilene_paradox . 

Group shift is a situation in which we see groups making decisions that are more conservative or liberal than the individuals would have made.  The lack of accountability in the group may cause its decisions to wander from the norms individuals in the group hold.  This differs from Groupthink only in degree. 

Do case from the textbook.

