Research Findings in Small Groups*
The understanding of small groups is important to the manager for several reasons.  First, most people work as members of small groups, whether at the shop floor level or in the context of an office.  Second, managers and supervisors can more easily influence small groups rather than large numbers at the inter‑departmental or organisational level.  Third, managers very often have to form and work in committees for formulating recommendations and working out solutions to problems.  In this chapter the focus will be on some concepts (maps) for understanding the working of small groups.  By a small group is meant a size varying from 4 to 12 members, who usually have face to face relations, over a period of time, and who consider themselves as differentiated from others, either implicitly or explicitly.  Some of the major contributions to the study of small groups have been Fritz Roethlisberger, Kurt Lewin, George Homans, and Robert Bales.  Around these names major schools of thought have developed which have furthered our conceptual knowledge regarding the nature and functioning of small groups.

Roethlisberger: Group Norms
Elton Mayo and Roethlisberger conducted their studies around 1930 at the Hawthorne plant of the Western Electric at Chicago.  These studies are referred to in the literature of human relations or organisational behaviour as the Hawthorne studies, the Western Electric studies, and sometimes as the Harvard studies.

The  Hawthorne experiments were begun as an attempt to investigate the effects on production of such factors as temperature, lighting, rest pauses, and length of workday.  A group of five experienced women workers were studied.  They were located in a special room, the "test‑room", so as to control conditions and make for more accurate observations.  An observer from the research team was always present in the test room.  The observer noted all that went on, asked for advice or information, and listened to their complaints.  There were 13 stages in the experiment.  The result of the different stages, as summarised by Brown, are given below:

1. Under normal conditions with a forty‑eight‑hour week, including Saturdays and no rest‑pauses, the girls produced 2,400 relays a week each.

2. They were then put on piecework for eight weeks and output went up.

3. Two five‑minute rest‑pauses, morning and afternoon, were introduced for a period of five weeks, and output went up once more.

4. The rest‑pauses were lengthened to ten minutes each.  Output went up sharply.

5. Six five‑minute pauses were introduced, and output fell slightly as the girls complained that their work rhythm was broken by the frequent pauses.

6. Return to the two rest‑pauses, the first with a hot meal supplied by the company, free of charge.  Output went up.

7. The girls were dismissed at 4.30 p.m. instead of 5.00 p.m.  Output went up.

8. They were dismissed at 4.00 p.m.  Output remained the same.

9. Finally, all the improvements were taken away, and the girls went back to the physical conditions of the beginning of the experiment; work on Saturday, forty‑eight hour week, no rest‑pauses, no piece work and no free meal.  This state of affairs lasted for a period of twelve weeks, and output was the highest ever recorded, averaging 3,000 relays a week.

The research workers in deciding to return to the original conditions of the experiment had expected productivity to return to its original level also.  But what astounded the research workers was that instead of productivity returning to its original level, it reached the highest level ever recorded.  They argued that if increases in illumination or introduction of rest-pauses or free lunches were responsible for the increases in productivity, then withdrawing of these conditions should bring productivity to its original level.  Obviously, something was happening in the test‑room which was responsible for the increased productivity, and further work became necessary to discover the nature of this unknown factor.  In order to find out what really was happening in the test‑room, the research workers launched into an extensive interviewing programme of the workers.  The interviewers were trained to listen and to encourage free expression.  An analysis of the interviewing material revealed that with the introduction of improved conditions a more favourable work attitude had gradually developed.  Also, the observer in the test‑room exercised no control over the employees and permitted them to talk to each other and to help each other.  As a consequence of this permissive atmosphere, the relationship among workers in the test‑room became more friendly.  The workers helped each other, absenteeism decreased and productivity increased.

Stuart Chase, in his The Proper Study of Mankind and Men at Work, gives an interesting account of the implications of this piece of research.  Briefly they are:

Production was  raised  primarily  because  of a change in the girls' attitudes towards their work and their work‑team.  By asking their help and cooperation, the investigators had made the girls feel important.  Their whole attitude had changed from that of separate cogs in a machine to that  of a congenial group trying to help the company solve a problem.  They had found stability, a place where they belonged, and work whose purpose they could clearly see.  And so they worked faster and better than they ever had in their lives.

The experiments demonstrated that industry, apart from the production of goods, is also a social system, that the primary group rather than the isolated individual should be the basic unit of observation in industrial research, and that adequate motivation is more important than the conditions of the physical environment.  Chase continues:

 A factory  performs two  major  functions: the economic  one of producing goods and the social one of creating and distributing human satisfaction among the people under its roof.  A great deal of study by efficiency experts had been devoted to the production function, but very little to the social function until the Hawthorne experiment came along and discovered that the two were inseparable. 

If a factory's human organisation is out of balance all the efficiency systems in the world will not improve the output. 

In another experimental group, known as the bank wiring room, the effect of the incentive system of payment on output was studied.  There were 14 men in this group.  The incentive plan provided that the more work an employee did, the more money he received.  Yet neither more nor less than 6,000 units were produced each day, although the group without the least difficulty could have produced 7,000 units daily.  Some of the attitudes and group norms affecting productivity of the group were as follows:

a. You should not turn out too much work or you will be a rate‑buster.

b. You should not turn out too little work or you will be a chiseler.

c. You should not tell a supervisor  anything that will react against an associate or you will be a squealer.

d. You must not act officious or you are for the company.

According to the code,  an  inspector must not act like an inspector.  If he does, there are many ways in which the worker can interfere with him.  In this way antagonisms accumulate and the situation grows worse.

Obviously, the values and the customs of the group were more important to the workers composing the group than any cash benefits.  It became clear that in the bank wiring room, there existed an integrated group with its own social structure and code of behaviour ‑‑ a code which conflicted with some of the intentions of the management, for the workers curtailed their production to 6,000 units per day as determined by their own group norms.

Group norms, therefore, are ideas that develop in a group as to how the members in a group are expected to behave.  Norms are not behaviour itself, but ideas of the group, implicit or explicit, that influence the behaviour of members.  In most groups, there are "regulars" who follow the norms of the group, "rate‑busters" who ignore the norms and produce much more, and deviants who produce much less and who do not seem to acquire a membership in the group.  A working group has norms about its productivity, about its relationship to the supervisor, about behaviour among members themselves, and other things such as dress, etc.  A member can only defy the norms of the group at the risk of becoming an isolate or at the risk of other punishments by the group.  The informal leader of the group that emerges is a member of the 'regular' who best meets the important norms of the group.

Lewin: Group Dynamics

Some of the early work dealing with resistance to change was done by Kurt Lewin and his associates during World War II.  The experiments by Kurt Lewin were in non‑industrial situations although his associates later on applied the same concepts to industrial situations.

Kurt Lewin conducted a series of experiments  which showed the effectiveness of group discussions and group decision as compared to individual decisions for introducing changes of various kinds.  One of the earlier problems he undertook to study by the experimental method, was the introduction of change in food habits among housewives during the last war.  Lewin conducted the experiment with six Red Cross Groups organised for home nursing.  The objective of the experiment was to change their food habits by the increased use of certain types of meats not generally used by the housewives.  The design of the experiment was that in three groups lectures were given which linked the problem of nutrition with war effort and emphasised the health and economic aspects of certain types of meats.  In the other three groups, discussion was held on the use of the other types of meats.  A follow‑up showed that only 3% of the women who heard the lectures served one of the meats not served before, whereas after group discussion, 32% of the women served one of the meats not served before.

In another experiment, conducted by Alex Bavelas, an attempt was made to increase the production of workers by group discussion and group decision.  In the plant in which the experiment was conducted, the unit of production was 60 units, and 75 units was considered to be the ceiling.  In several group meetings, the workers discussed the need to increase production and decided that the production goal should be 84 units. 

The implications of this work on overcoming resistances to deep-rooted habits are significant.  If changes in work habits have to be made, mere telling and explaining the need and necessity of them do not seem to achieve results.  The changing of group norms is important for changing the behaviour of individual members.  The acceptance of change is, therefore, largely a social and a group function, rather than an individual matter.

Experiments to improve the productivity of workers by group discussion and group decision were also tried in a number of textile mills in Ahmedabad.  Meetings of 8 to 10 workers in the winding and warping sections were arranged to discuss the causes of breaks and ways of reducing them.  In these meetings the workers were encouraged to express their difficulties and also to make decisions to improve some of their practices of tying knots etc.  The results after group discussions and group decisions showed improvement in the breakage rate by 50%; improvement in the loomshed by 5 to 7% efficiency; and reduction in damages by 40 to 50%.  The problem of change, the degree to which changes are accepted or rejected by members, depends on the controls exercised and sanctions given by the group.

Bales:  Group Processes

Earlier we discussed how "norms" developed by the group are significant in controlling the production and behaviour of members in a group.  The "regular" members of a group respond more to norms of the group, than to incentives of management, because the social needs of members are satisfied far more by the social structure of the group than by the rewards offered by management.  The important thing for supervisors and managers to understand is that productivity and satisfaction, to a large measure, are a matter of group phenomena.  Further, the work of Kurt Lewin suggested that if changes in productivity or work habits have to be effected, the group discussion and group decision method is far more effective than logical reasoning with individual members, and that changes in worker behaviour is also largely a matter of group phenomena. 

In order to understand group process, that is, what happens during the process of group discussion and group decision, Bales devised a method of observation, recording the analysis of the interaction process that takes place during discussion in small groups.  The interaction between members was analysed in 12 categories as shown in Table 1.  He found that there were certain characteristics (Table 1) which differentiated satisfied from dissatisfied groups.  In satisfied groups there was a higher rate of suggestions, more often followed by positive reactions and less often by negative reactions and questions than found in dissatisfied groups.  A moderate rate of negative reactions, around 7 to 8%, was associated with the successful equilibrium of a group.  Very low rates of negative reactions may mean high residual tension in groups, and very high rates suggest extra‑ordinary sources of tension. 

Table 1:  Interaction Analysis

1. Shows solidarity, Raises others' status, gives help, reward.

2. Shows tension release,  jokes, laughs, shows satisfaction.

3.     Agrees, shows passive acceptance, understands, concurs.

4.     Gives suggestions, direction, implying autonomy for others.

5.     Gives opinion, evaluation, analysis, express feeling, wish.

6.     Gives orientation, information, repeats, clarifies, confirms.

7.     Asks for orientation, information, repetition, confirmation.

8.     Asks for opinion, evaluation, analysis, expression of feeling.

9.     Asks for suggestions,  direction, possible ways of action.

10.   Disagrees, shows passive rejection, formality, withholds help.

11.   Shows tension, asks for help, withdraws "Out of Field".

12.   Shows antagonism,  deflates other's status, defends or asserts self.

Another important finding of Bales was that discussion in small groups moved in certain phases ‑‑ "changes in quality of activity as groups move through time  in attempting to solve their problems may be called phase patterns".  Small groups attempting to deal and decide about problems tend to move from a relative emphasis on first trying to understand what the problem is (orientation), second, to attempts to find out how the group feels about it (evaluation), and lastly to questions dealing with what should be done about the situation (control).  Concurrent with these phases to solve the problem are the negative and positive reactions of members.  The negative reactions are disagreement, tension, and antagonism, whereas, positive reactions are agreement, tension release, and solidarity.  If problems of evaluation or control are dealt with earlier than problems of orientation, negative reactions set in.  Many group meetings fail in their purpose of satisfactory discussion and decision if some members commit themselves to an action before sufficient exploration of the others' point of view has been elicited.  "When the problems of arriving at a common orientation and evaluation of the situation have not been substantially solved by the group members," says Bales, "attempts at control will meet with resistance on the part of the others and frustration on the part of the person attempting to exercise the control".  If the situation has now to be retrieved, the members have to evaluate and solve these problems before moving to statements of control.

Bales also found in his studies of small groups cyclical patterns of group process occurring, that is, the group alternated between working on the task of problem solving and working on the internal problems of emergent tensions. Bales termed these cycles instrumental‑adaptive and expressive‑ integrative phase of the group.  It was found that the group members could work in any one phase for only a limited time before stresses built up, forcing the members to turn their attention to the other phase, namely, of releasing stresses.  For example, if the members were concentrating on solving the problem for some time, an insignificant incident would provide the occasion for laughter and joking among members.  

The specialised roles of members are interrelated to the cyclic phases of the group process.  Thus, if the members have been concentrating on tasks, then tensions tend to build up, so that at a later stage the "social specialist" enters the process and changes the activity from instrumental‑ adaptive to expressive‑integrative.  

In organisational settings it is important that senior managers have some understanding of the specialised roles of subordinate managers so that the former can create effective groups and committees.

Task and Maintenance Roles

If at the end of the group discussion and group decision meetings, the members  were asked as  to who contributed the "best ideas" and who was the "best liked" person in the group, the results were extra‑ordinary.  It was found that the top man in ideas was unaccountably low in being best liked.  And the best-liked person was unaccountably low on best ideas.  There was something about high participation and high contribution in ideas which tended to provoke hostility.

Bales suggested that  members in groups assume specialised roles ‑‑ some have special skills in contribution to the ideas and the task of the group, others contribute to the emotional aspects of the members and keep them in a cooperative relationship.  If the selection of  members in a  group is such that there are no members who have special skills in releasing tension, in creating solidarity, etc., then the members are likely to fight and the group consequently fails in its task.  In other words, in small groups two kinds of leadership roles are required for effective decision‑making ‑‑ leaders who help in the fulfillment of the task and leaders who help the group to function as a group.  These two roles are complementary, no one role can work effectively without the presence of the other.  Individuals who combine the two roles are rare.

The above concepts as developed by Bales are of great significance to a manager in becoming a more skilled member of groups and committees.

Committee Behaviour

There is  considerable work in an organisation that is dealt with in committees.  There is the Board of Directors, Management Committee, Planning Committee, Coordination Committee, Selection Committee, Production Committee, Interdepartmental Committee, and many other committees outside the organisation in which a manager has to participate.  Some understanding of committee behaviour is therefore of significance.  Although observing and understanding committee meetings is difficult, especially if you are an involved member, it is important to become more aware of the relevant factors, more sensitive in observing, analysing and interpreting what is happening in the committee meeting, and becoming more skilful in dealing with tense situations.

The selection of members, the size of the committee, the setting of the meeting, are all important matters to be considered.  The feelings, attitudes and behaviour of committee members are often influenced by the setting in which the meeting takes place.  Some settings are luxurious, others sparse; some are distracting, others have a quality of concentration; some are cramped, others spacious.  Whatever the physical setting, it is likely to have a positive or negative effect on different members of the committee.

If there is a large committee, say more than 12 members, the likelihood is that the members will break up into small groups.  On the other hand, a very small committee, say of three members, is likely to get involved in power struggles.

A "sensitive" member of a committee will watch not only the context of the meeting, but will also try to understand the process that is going on.  If the phase movement of the committee has become abnormal, the "sensitive member" will notice the resistances and antagonisms that develop and will try to bring back the discussion to earlier phases so that the group goes through its normal phases in sequence.  A "sensitive" member will also try to fulfil in the committee not only  the task requirements but also the emotional aspects of the group.  As in all matters it is much easier to understand intellectually the concepts of small groups than to make the necessary moves in a real situation where the personal involvement makes the observation of the content and process more difficult.  The most difficult aspects of understanding what is happening in a committee meeting is to recognise and evaluate one's own part in it. [(]




* Kamla Chowdhry.  Reproduced from Understanding Organisational Behavior. Published by Tata McGraw�Hill Publishing Co. Ltd., New Delhi, 1971, pp. 221�231.
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