Leadership in Small Groups


What is a group?

According to Harris (1993, p. 327), groups have nine elements:

1. face-to-face communication 
2. among a group of people,
3. who share a common purpose or goal
4. and perceive a sense of belonging to the group
5. who have interdependence
6. create and enforce norms and shared standards
7. exert influence upon each other
8. over a period of time,
9. through some structured patterns

Brilhart refers to this as "groupness:" 

Groupness emerges from the relationships among the people involved, just as 'cubeness' emerges from the image of a set of planes, intersects and angles in a specific relationship to each other. One can draw a cube with twelve lines, if they are assembled in a definite way. Any other arrangement of lines gives something other than a cube. Likewise, one can have a collection or set of people without having a group... (Brilhart, 1978, p. 21). 
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Of course, there is no "right" definition of a group, but the Brillhart definition has some interesting points that I think are valid. To be a group, a collection of people must have a history and a future. That is, "groupness" only develops over time. If a group has only recently formed, and if there is no expectation that the group will be together for enough time to bond, the reactions of the members will not be the same as a real group. 

One issue that has been raised is whether this definition holds in the computer age. It probably does not. The face-to-face (f2f) aspect of this definition must be modified. Computer chat rooms or other forms of group interaction on the internet contain aspects of groupness that were not described in the pre-virtual communication age. There has not been a lot of investigation of this issue, but some initial research on this subject shows that the anonymity of the web and the lack of communication richness (i.e. non-verbal cues) do change some of the qualities of groupness in a virtual setting. 

Research on groups has been inadequate in other areas as well. For example, a recent analysis showed that over 70% of the participants in research projects on groups were college freshman and sophomores. For this "convenience sample," (which is NOT a random sample) inferences have been made about group behavior for the entire population. It is obvious why these individuals were chosen: they had to participate in the research because they were students in basic sociology or psychology classes at our institutions of higher learning. 

We really don't know how long it takes to achieve "groupness," and what differences exist between actual groups and simple collections of people. Those of you who would like to be leadership scientists may want to pursue this interesting avenue of research. 

I wish we could get into more detail in this basic issue, but there is just not enough time. 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. I am sure that many of you have had "team building" exercises that focus on the affect side of groups. You have been told how to get along in a group to make it more effective.

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.  As we have briefly discussed, 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 please remember that 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 task 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 on Groupthink is very interesting and very important-see pages 298-300 of your text. The original concept of groupthink has been studied extensively, and 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, which 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.  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 LESSER 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 Webliography.

In spite of all of this, small groups have an important place in business.  Most decisions in businesses are either made in small groups, or at least discussed in groups prior to decisions being made.  The reason for this is two-fold:

1. Small groups with good leadership tend to generate more unique ideas, and through the process of discussion, tend to exercise more critical thinking about the ideas generated.

2. Through a joint decision making process, groups can achieve a greater "buy in" of decisions. That is, when a representative group participates in the decision making process, the organization is more likely to accept any decision the group makes. In addition, group members tend to act as missionaries for the decision within the organization if they are involved in the group decision process. 

Leaders of small groups must consider both aspects in the decision making process.  Decision making groups need a broad discussion of facts in order to make a good decision, but no decision is better than its implementation.  This is why it is important for the group to cohere around the decision, and support it.  Does this sound familiar?   It should.  Think about this, because we are seeing an old friend again.  Making a correct decision deals with task.  Getting group cohesion around the decision deals with affect.  Of course, this is a much different context than we have discussed before, but ultimately we come back to the same model over and over again.  The key to leadership success in small groups is to keep the group high in task and affect-in other words, be a high-high leader. 

Let me revisit a point that I made a few minutes ago.  We have talked several times about argumentativeness and verbal aggressiveness.  Think about these two terms in the context we have just discussed.  Argumentativeness is task oriented.  It is the way we get the decision right.  A thorough discussion, in which all aspects of the decision are questioned and evaluated is critical to success.  Verbal aggressiveness (VA) deals with affect.  VA is an attack on the person, and has nothing to do with the particular task at hand.  In order for a group to be successful, it must have high levels of argumentativeness, and low levels of VA.  I am going to have to say this several times so I will be understood.  Argumentativeness-GOOD. Verbal Aggressiveness-BAD. 

This is the challenge for a group leader.  Your text goes into several other areas, but my discussion only can focus on the most important thing for a leader to do in a small group.  The primary challenge for any group leader is to keep argumentativeness high and verbal aggressiveness low.   BUT...how do you do this?   We could talk about many things in our discussion, but I would like to focus on this one.   As a group leader, you will find that both are very difficult.  In spite of the fact that most people (particularly men) view themselves as at least mildly argumentative, it is very difficult to get people in a group to argue.  Where there is a group leader with legitimate authority, we have been conditioned to believe that we should not disagree with the group leader.  This is how groupthink occurs.  Even if you don't want to be this kind of oppressive leader, you have to overcome the traditions of our society that tell us not to disagree with our leaders in public.  If you are a group leader, you must clearly signal your group that you are not only willing to listen to contrary positions and ideas, but that you actually encourage it.  This is VERY DIFFICULT.  In fact, this is probably the most difficult part of being the leader of a small group.  Remember, since the natural inclination of group members is to NOT argue with the group leader, as a leader, you must take extraordinary steps to get the group to argue with you.  If you are not successful in this, you will never fully complete the task at hand.

What I have just told you runs counter to most of the group and team building training that you have had.  You have been told that the most important part of team building is group cohesion (affect).  This is absolutely incorrect, and has been proven incorrect by numerous studies.  If your group or team focuses on "teamwork" you will be in a "high-low" environment and you will not achieve an optimal decision.  Please, Please, Please--do not tell me on the proctored exam that the most important thing is for groups to get along.  This is NOT CORRECT.  The research is irrefutable on this point.  Of course, group members should not be verbally aggressive, but in our culture that is fairly easy to control.  You simply do not allow it in the group.  It is far more difficult to get the group members to argue with you and with each other without being VA.  To get a group to be argumentative, you most encourage it, and sometimes DEMAND it.  For example, you can make statements like, "tell me what is wrong with that idea."  If you get replies that are not thoughtfully looking for the flaws in any idea, you must press the group to do it.  It is far better to get the objections out of the way in the group, than to have the problems in your decision appear after you have made your decision. 


Questions for discussion: 

Given the definition of a group, do you think college freshmen and sophomores, who participate for part of their grade, are appropriate subjects for research on groups?  How long does it take to become a group?  If a collection of people has achieved "groupness," will they react differently than a collection of people that is not a group?  Why?  What differences would you expect?

Is there such a thing as Groupthink?  If yes, can it be avoided?  Are there cases where it is good?  Do you have a case in your own experience where Groupthink took over the group?  How about the other direction?  

What about synergy?  Are groups and teams the best way to solve problems.  When are they good?  When are they bad?  Are you on a team?  How is the cohesion?  Are you a high-high team, a high-low team, a low-high team, or a low-low team (remember our 2 x 2 matrix)? 


