COMMUNICATING IN GROUPS

*We spend large portion of our lives in groups.

-Our family is group…

-We hang out w/ groups of friends…

-We are forced to work in groups at school & work…

…In fact…average professional spends between 40-60% of workday in group setting (Meetings, Problem Solving Group, Conference call…etc.).

So our Social & Professional existence relies largely on group communication.

But first of all…we need to define exactly what group is.

A group “Consists of a small collection of people who interact with each other over time, usually in face to face situations in order to reach goals.

First off…in order for assembly of people to qualify as group way we’re defining it…they must interact with each other.

So when you’re at DMV…making every effort to avoid talking to, looking at, or smelling people around you…you are not in group…

…because you’re not interacting w/ your fellow drivers.

So ideas & theories we’ll be talking about only apply to aggregates of people who communicate in some meaningful way with each other…

…In other words if few people in an assembly exchange eye contact or nod or exchange pleasantries…

…their communication isn’t meaningful…

…their interactions aren’t characterized by interdependence.

In order for group to be group as far as we’re concerned…group members must depend on each other for something.

When we were children at least, we depended on our family for food & shelter…

…We depend on our friends for support & entertainment…

…If we’re in group at school we depend on our classmates for good grade…

Obviously, group activity can be positive or negative depending on how group members interact w/ each other.

Next…our definition specifies groups must be together for certain period of time for us interested in studying them…

…Now, there’s no set amount time group must be together to be considered group…

…But if assembly of people is involved in only one interaction…that interaction must be pretty powerful for assembly to be group.

Ex. If you go on job interview & you’re interviewed w/ several other people…

…Just because you introduced yourself & talked about weather w/ other people doesn’t mean you were group.

However, if interview process took week or two…and you & your fellow interviewees began to influence each other’s behavior…

…then group.

I’m not going test you on how much time it takes for multiple interacting people to become group…

…just know that unless group has & will spend some significant or meaningful time together…

…The characteristics of groups we’re talking about here won’t apply.

-Another aspect of our definition of groups that won’t be on test but is important to know for conceptual purposes relates to group size.

Basically, smallest groups have at least three members…

And groups become masses when there are too many members for each person to get to know & react to other members…

…In general, smaller is better when comes to ideal group size…

…& this is especially true in growth groups, learning groups & problem solving groups…

…because as groups get larger, it becomes harder: 

(1) To schedule meetings, sessions, & get-togethers…

(2) To come to consensus on decisions…

(3) To distribute important information…

(4) To make best use of each member’s skill set…

(5) To integrate each group member’s contributions in achieving group’s goal…

(6) For every member to participate…

(7) For every member to get to know every other member either intellectually, socially, or even intimately…depending on type group… 

…Obviously, in most learning & problem solving groups…   

…group member’s interactions tend to be more social & intellectual than intimate.

-Let’s talk about different goals of basic group types for minute.

Basically…goal of learning groups is expand knowledge base of group members.

Ex. This class learning group…

      Bible study group is learning group…

      Traffic school learning group

Whereas learning groups concentrate on learning material external to individual group members…

…Growth groups have as their goal internal self-enlightenment & self-development of their members.

Religious groups & therapeutic or counseling groups are best examples of growth groups.

Problem Solving groups seek solutions to dilemmas or conflicts…

…they try find answers to difficult questions…
Essentially, problem solving groups form for purpose of resolving mutual concerns of group members. 

And Lastly…main purpose of Social Groups is to satisfy social needs of their members…

Ex…Needs for inclusion, entertainment, stress relief, affection, reinforcement of world view, physical well being…

…can all be met through social group membership.

And finally…these group types are not mutually exclusive.

Many growth groups are also social groups…

Many problem solving groups turn into learning groups…and so on.

-So Learning groups, Growth groups, Problem-Solving groups, & Social groups can evolve or morph from one group type to another…

…Yet each group has predominate function or goal that gives it it’s overall characterization or type…

However, regardless what type of group you find yourself in…

Every group has certain characteristics.

For example, every group has Rules, Norms, & Roles.   

Rules are “The explicitly stated guidelines that govern what the group is supposed to do & how the members should behave.”
Usually, rules are written down or at least officially discussed by group members.

When somebody breaks rule…usually there’s no weaseling out of fact that he/she broke rule…because everybody knows rules…

…They’re written down…they’re in the open.

That’s why very few people have sympathy for Pete Rose…

*Betting on baseball…

*Integrity of sport…

*Rules written clubhouse wall…

-Unless you’re complete idiot…

…You know consequences of breaking group’s rules, & consequently…

…You know how powerful rules are in shaping behavior.

-But “rules” aren’t only behavioral guidelines that govern, shape, & dictate group behavior…

…There are also what sociologists call group “norms.”

Norms are “The unspoken & unwritten expectations that group members have for each other’s behavior.

Norms are based on the shared values, beliefs, expectations, & desires of various group members.

Ex. We all eavesdrop.

If you’re sitting in restaurant or coffee shop…& people next to you are arguing, gossiping, talking about politics…

…You’re going to listen their conversation.

They know you’re listening…But they don’t say anything.  Why?

Answer is…Because you’re pretending like you’re not listening.

You’re looking other way…pretending to read menu…even yawning…

Now if you were to lean forward, make eye contact, & act interested…

…People you were listening to would get pissed off.

But really…what’s difference?

Difference is in our culture…It’s OK to listen to other people’s conversations as long as you pretend you’re not.

So rules for public eavesdropping are norms…

…We all know them…We expect others to follow them…We know there’ll be trouble if we don’t follow them…

…But they’re not written down…You’ve probably never heard anyone explain rules for public eavesdropping like I just did…

But I didn’t tell you anything you didn’t already know.

-There are basic types of group norms.

First…there are Social Norms, like norms for public nosiness I just described.

Social Norms govern interpersonal group behavior.

For example:

Say you’re un-cool teenager who has just made cool friend & you’re hanging out w/ cool crowd for first time.

Nobody’s going to tell you how to act…You’ve got to figure it out.

So in this situation…There are some definite Do’s & Don’ts.  

For example… Don’t: 

Use multi-syllabic words…   

One or two syllable words are best…

In fact…It’s probably best if you don’t use words higher than  

third or fourth grade reading level.

Ex. Let’s say you have friend in group named Jim who has tendency to exaggerate…

Don’t say something like: 

“Jim, your tendency to embellish what already appear to be fabricated yarns can be exasperating at times.”

Do say something like: 

“Jim…dude…you gotta like quit lying and stuff.”

Another thing remember if you’re teenager trying to fit in w/ popular crowd is never act too happy or energized about anything.

No matter what happens…You’ve got keep disinterested, slightly gloomy, & definitely unexcited look on your face. 

Ex. If friend comes up to you says: 

“Bro, I just found out…Jenny wants to go out with you!”

 …If you say: “No way, really?  Yes!  Jenny is so cool!”  

 …Your new friends’ll think you’re dork.

But, if you say:

“Who’s Jenny?  Oh, oh, yeah…I remember that chick. Well whatever, I guess I’ll call her…”

…Your new friends’ll think you’re pretty cool.

So every group has some set of social norms…& if you want to fit in or have power in group…

…You better figure out what those norms are & stick to them.

-There are also Procedural Norms & Task Norms in most groups.

Procedural norms “Outline how a group should operate.”

For example: 

If you get new job…

Your boss schedules meeting…

You’ll probably assume your boss will do most of talking…

& you won’t speak unless he/she asks you to.

…Nobody told you you’re boss would lead meeting…

…There’s no written rule stating you have to wait for boss call on

    you before you speak…

…but norms you have been raised with implicitly state: 

“In work meetings, authority figure runs show.”

Finally, in addition to Social & Procedural Norms, most groups have Task Norms as well.

Task Norms are assumptions we make about which group members do what jobs. 

For example (ASK CLASS): 

In family, whose job is it to do dishes?

Whose job is it to cook?

Whose job is it to do laundry?

Whose job is it fix leaky faucet?

Whose job is it check fluids in car?

Whose job is it discipline children?

-Ask you can see…task norms, like social & procedural norms, differ from group to group.

**Before we move on, there are several more points I’d like to make about group norms.

First, group rules & group norms often contradict each other.

Ex. Roman Catholic Church’s rules state sexually inappropriate behavior is inexcusable from both God’s & Churches perspective…

However, at least in past, church’s norms indicated that priest molestation was to be covered up or ignored completely.

As I’ve mentioned…most of you anticipate being leaders when you graduate from school.

Every successful leader makes sure that his/her group’s norms don’t contradict group’s rules.

If you run business…& outside investors perceive that you’re company is saying one thing & doing another…

…They’re not going to invest in your organization.

If you’re teacher & you come to class late & unprepared…

…you can tell you’re class until you’re blue in face be punctual & responsible…but they’ll never do it.

-Contradictory norms & rules occur in families all time.

Parents tell children to care for, respect, & be patient with others…

…Then children see parents disrespecting, ignoring, & losing their patience w/ each other… 

…Which is why John Wooden, former UCLA basketball coach & perhaps wisest & most insightful commentator on group behavior in last 100 years says:

“The best thing father can do for his children is to love their mother.”

In other words, it’s more important for children’s mental & physical well being that their parents get along than it is…

...For children to be involved in hundreds of extracurricular activities…Have most expensive clothes…Go to private school…

…But most parents today are either ignorant or ignoring this fact.

And it is fact: 

Scientific research over last 30 years shows that most important factor in deciding whether children

(a) Finish college

(b) Stay out of jail

(c) Avoid teen pregnancy

(d) Avoid drug abuse

Is not what school they went to or how much money parents made…

It’s whether or not children came from intact homes.

Now of course…many children who have loving parents end up in jail or drop out of school…

…There are always exceptions to every rule.

But my point is…If you want to give your children best chance of success…

Make sure that you treat your husband or wife in same way you ask your children to treat other people.

In other words…make sure your family’s norms don’t contradict your family’s rules.









     

OK… so every group has rules & norms that define acceptable patterns of behavior for group members…

…But individual group members help to create, define, & change group rules & norms by roles they are assigned to or voluntarily adopt.

There are two major types of roles in groups.

Formal Roles are assigned to group members (e.g., “Secretary,” “Custodian,” “Executive Assistant…” 

Informal Roles are not assigned to group members.

In fact…Informal Roles are rarely defined or acknowledged by other group members.

-There are essentially three “informal” role types: 

Task Roles  (which help group accomplish its practical goals)

Social Roles (which help group accomplish its relational goals)

Dysfunctional Roles (which prevent group from accomplishing practical & relational goals)

Before I give some examples of each role type…Let’s talk about how you can be best group member possible.

First, every group needs have certain roles filled to be successful or at least harmonious…

…So when you enter group, look to fill an important role that has yet to be filled.

If you don’t have communication or technical skills to fill particular role… 

… encourage another team member to fill role.

Second thing you can do be valuable group member is to avoid what is known as “Role Fixation.”

Role Fixators attempt to fill roles that simply don’t need to be filled.

Ex. One Functional or Task Oriented group role is that of “Energizer.” 

An “energizer” tries to motivate or move group to action.

You’re motivator if you’re group member who cheers on or encourages other group members to get things done.

Sometimes however…group members don’t need to be energized by outside source…

…because they’re self-motivated!

And people who are self-motivated get irritated when others act like they need motivating.

…It’s insulting, because self-motivators pride themselves on having self-starting nature.

So just because you’re good at particular role, don’t feel obligated to fulfill it…

…Only fill roles group needs to have filled.

Finally, avoid dysfunctional roles…even when they seem like fun.

Ex. One dysfunctional role is that of “Joker.”

The “Joker” tries to turn everything into a joke…

“Jokers” are attentive listeners…But they listen only so they can make smart or sarcastic remarks about what is being discussed.

Now humor is often needed to relieve tension in groups…

…But joking around w/ your only goal as having others like you isn’t necessary.

So avoid assuming dysfunctional roles; they’re not needed…

…And performing them won’t get you anywhere.





OK…let’s talk about some different Task Role & Social Role types…

…And while we’re talking about different roles…be thinking about which task roles you could play…

…which dysfunctional roles you might be tempted to play but shouldn’t.

TASK ROLES

Initiator/Contributor…Proposes solutions, contributes ideas, & makes insightful suggestions.

An Initiator/Contributor starts sentences w/ following phrases: 

…“One solution to our problem might be…”

…“I’ve got an idea for how we can…”

…“Perhaps an alternate way of approaching issue would be…”

Information Seeker… Is interested in factual information that relates specifically to groups stated goals.
An Information Seeker says things like:

“What evidence supports your claim?”

“What were his exact words…”

“What are the exact criteria you’ll use to grade our assignments?”

Elaborator/Clarifier…Expands on ideas presented by others or clarifies ideas presented by others.

If you find yourself saying things like: 

“That’s a great idea, and we could also do this…”

Or “So what you’re saying is…”

…You’re an Elaborator/Clarifier.

Diagnosticians…Indicate what problems need to be solved & recognize when important solutions or relevant information is being overlooked.

Diagnosticians start sentences with phrases like:

“You’re overlooking most important information…”

“Our primary concern should be…” and so on.

Procedure Developer…Schedules meetings, Obtains necessary work materials, & Makes sure important information is distributed.

-Remember, if you’re putting together problem solving type group… 

…You need to make sure that you choose people who can and will fill variety of roles.

Or…if you’re in environment where you are being considered for inclusion in group…

…Make sure your supervisor knows that you can fulfill variety of roles.

To succeed in professional setting, you need to be able to fill many roles…

…It’s not enough to be really good at one role any more. 

Businesses now more than ever look to cut cost by laying off employees…

…And one-dimensional workers are easiest to replace, so they get laid off first.

**So being able to fill multiple functional or task roles is important…

But it’s also important be able fill multiple Social/Maintenance roles as well…

…because every group needs people who are skilled socially as well as technically.

There are many social/maintenance roles group’s need to stay intact & accomplish their goals…

…So I’ll just mention a couple.

The Tension Reliever reduces group hostility through humor or by changing subject… 
The Gatekeeper keeps makes sure everyone stays involved & feels like their contributing…

The Follower listens and agrees to other group member’s ideas…

The Feelings Expresser shares his/her emotions & feelings w/ group… 

…& encourages his/her peers to form an emotional attachment to other group members.

And Finally…There are the dysfunctional roles…the roles that don’t serve any positive purpose in any group.

Some examples are:

The Blocker…who refuses to cooperate w/ anything other group members say…

The Aggressor…who tries to gain power in group by bragging or criticizing others…

The Deserter…who doesn’t participate & acts coldly & indifferently towards other group members…

The Joker…who views group activity as an audition for his/her stand up comedy career…

And the Cynic…who acts as if group is hopeless & has no chance of accomplishing its goals.
…So if you’re team leader…avoid including individuals who you recognize have “dysfunctional” tendencies…

…And if you’re team member…resist urge to play one of “dysfunctional roles.”

