
Chapter 14

Leadership, Roles, and Problem Solving in Groups

What makes a good leader? What are some positive and negative roles that people
play in groups? How do groups solve problems and make decisions in order to
accomplish their task? This chapter will begin to answer those questions, because
leadership and group member roles influence the performance of small groups.
Whether you consider yourself a leader or not, all members of a group can perform
leadership functions, and being familiar with these behaviors can improve your
group’s performance. Likewise, knowing the various roles that typically emerge in a
group can help you better understand a group’s dynamics and hopefully improve
your overall group experience.
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14.1 Leadership and Small Group Communication

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Discuss the various perspectives on how and why people become
leaders.

2. Compare and contrast various leadership styles.
3. Discuss the types of power that a leader may tap into.

Leadership is one of the most studied aspects of group communication. Scholars in
business, communication, psychology, and many other fields have written
extensively about the qualities of leaders, theories of leadership, and how to build
leadership skills. It’s important to point out that although a group may have only
one official leader, other group members play important leadership roles. Making
this distinction also helps us differentiate between leaders and leadership.Owen
Hargie, Skilled Interpersonal Interaction: Research, Theory, and Practice (London:
Routledge, 2011), 456. The leader1 is a group role that is associated with a high-
status position and may be formally or informally recognized by group members.
Leadership2 is a complex of beliefs, communication patterns, and behaviors that
influence the functioning of a group and move a group toward the completion of its
task. A person in the role of leader may provide no or poor leadership. Likewise, a
person who is not recognized as a “leader” in title can provide excellent leadership.
In the remainder of this section, we will discuss some approaches to the study of
leadership, leadership styles, and leadership and group dynamics.

Why and How People Become Leaders

Throughout human history, some people have grown into, taken, or been given
positions as leaders. Many early leaders were believed to be divine in some way. In
some indigenous cultures, shamans are considered leaders because they are
believed to be bridges that can connect the spiritual and physical realms. Many
early kings, queens, and military leaders were said to be approved by a god to lead
the people. Today, many leaders are elected or appointed to positions of power, but
most of them have already accumulated much experience in leadership roles. Some
leaders are well respected, some are feared, some are hated, and many elicit some
combination of these reactions. This brief overview illustrates the centrality of
leadership throughout human history, but it wasn’t until the last hundred years
that leadership became an object of systematic study.

1. A group role that is associated
with a high-status position and
may be formally or informally
recognized by group members.

2. A complex of beliefs,
communication patterns, and
behaviors that influence the
functioning of a group and
move a group toward the
completion of its task.
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A group leader may be formally
designated by someone inside or
outside the group or may emerge
naturally during early group
meetings.
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Before we move onto specific approaches to studying leadership, let’s distinguish
between designated and emergent leaders. In general, some people gravitate more
toward leadership roles than others, and some leaders are designated while other
are emergent.Owen Hargie, Skilled Interpersonal Interaction: Research, Theory, and
Practice (London: Routledge, 2011), 456. Designated leaders3 are officially
recognized in their leadership role and may be appointed or elected by people
inside or outside the group. Designated leaders can be especially successful when
they are sought out by others to fulfill and are then accepted in leadership roles. On
the other hand, some people seek out leadership positions not because they possess
leadership skills and have been successful leaders in the past but because they have
a drive to hold and wield power. Many groups are initially leaderless and must
either designate a leader or wait for one to emerge organically. Emergent leaders4

gain status and respect through engagement with the group and its task and are
turned to by others as a resource when leadership is needed. Emergent leaders may
play an important role when a designated leader unexpectedly leaves. We will now
turn our attention to three common perspectives on why some people are more
likely to be designated leaders than others and how leaders emerge in the absence
of or in addition to a designated leader.

Leaders Emerge Because of Their Traits

The trait approach to studying leadership distinguishes
leaders from followers based on traits, or personal
characteristics.Charles Pavitt, “Theorizing about the
Group Communication-Leadership Relationship,” in The
Handbook of Group Communication Theory and Research, ed.
Lawrence R. Frey (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1999), 313.
Some traits that leaders, in general, share are related to
physical appearance, communication ability,
intelligence, and personality.John F. Cragan and David
W. Wright, Communication in Small Group Discussions: An
Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, MN: West
Publishing, 1991), 120. In terms of physical appearance,
designated leaders tend to be taller and more attractive
than other group members. This could be because we
consciously and/or subconsciously associate a larger
size (in terms of height and build, but not body fat) with strength and strength with
good leadership. As far as communication abilities, leaders speak more fluently,
have a more confident tone, and communicate more often than other group
members. Leaders are also moderately more intelligent than other group members,
which is attractive because leaders need good problem-solving skills. Interestingly,
group members are not as likely to designate or recognize an emergent leader that
they perceive to be exceedingly more intelligent than them. Last, leaders are
usually more extroverted, assertive, and persistent than other group members.

3. Leaders who are officially
recognized in their leadership
role and may be appointed or
elected by people inside or
outside the group.

4. Leaders who gain status and
respect through engagement
with the group and its task and
are turned to by others as a
resource when leadership is
needed.
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These personality traits help get these group members noticed by others, and
expressivity is often seen as attractive and as a sign of communication competence.

The trait approach to studying leaders has provided some useful information
regarding how people view ideal leaders, but it has not provided much insight into
why some people become and are more successful leaders than others. The list of
ideal traits is not final, because excellent leaders can have few, if any, of these traits
and poor leaders can possess many. Additionally, these traits are difficult to change
or control without much time and effort. Because these traits are enduring, there
isn’t much room for people to learn and develop leadership skills, which makes this
approach less desirable for communication scholars who view leadership as a
communication competence. Rather than viewing these traits as a guide for what to
look for when choosing your next leader, view them as traits that are made
meaningful through context and communication behaviors.

Leaders Emerge Because of the Situation

The emergent approach to studying leadership considers how leaders emerge in
groups that are initially leaderless and how situational contexts affect this
process.Charles Pavitt, “Theorizing about the Group Communication-Leadership
Relationship,” in The Handbook of Group Communication Theory and Research, ed.
Lawrence R. Frey (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1999), 314. The situational context that
surrounds a group influences what type of leader is best. Situations may be highly
structured, highly unstructured, or anywhere in between.John F. Cragan and David
W. Wright, Communication in Small Group Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed.
(St. Paul, MN: West Publishing, 1991), 126. Research has found that leaders with a
high task orientation are likely to emerge in both highly structured contexts like a
group that works to maintain a completely automated factory unit and highly
unstructured contexts like a group that is responding to a crisis. Relational-
oriented leaders are more likely to emerge in semistructured contexts that are less
formal and in groups composed of people who have specific knowledge and are
therefore be trusted to do much of their work independently.Fred E. Fiedler, A
Theory of Leadership Effectiveness (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967). For example, a
group of local business owners who form a group for professional networking
would likely prefer a leader with a relational-oriented style, since these group
members are likely already leaders in their own right and therefore might resent a
person who takes a rigid task-oriented style over a more collegial style.

Leaders emerge differently in different groups, but there are two stages common to
each scenario.Ernest G. Bormann and Nancy C. Bormann, Effective Small Group
Communication, 4th ed. (Santa Rosa, CA: Burgess CA, 1988), 130–33. The first stage
only covers a brief period, perhaps no longer than a portion of one meeting. During
this first stage, about half of the group’s members are eliminated from the
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possibility of being the group’s leader. Remember that this is an informal and
implicit process—not like people being picked for a kickball team or intentionally
vetted. But there are some communicative behaviors that influence who makes the
cut to the next stage of informal leader consideration. People will likely be
eliminated as leader candidates if they do not actively contribute to initial group
interactions, if they contribute but communicate poorly, if they contribute but
appear too rigid or inflexible in their beliefs, or if they seem uninformed about the
task of the group.

The second stage of leader emergence is where a more or less pronounced struggle
for leadership begins. In one scenario, a leader candidate picks up an ally in the
group who acts as a supporter or lieutenant, reinforcing the ideas and contributions
of the candidate. If there are no other leader candidates or the others fail to pick up
a supporter, the candidate with the supporter will likely become the leader. In a
second scenario, there are two leader candidates who both pick up supporters and
who are both qualified leaders. This leads to a more intense and potentially
prolonged struggle that can actually be uncomfortable for other group members.
Although the two leader candidates don’t overtly fight with each other or say, “I
should be leader, not you!” they both take strong stances in regards to the group’s
purpose and try to influence the structure, procedures, and trajectory for the
group. Group members not involved in this struggle may not know who to listen to,
which can lead to low task and social cohesion and may cause a group to fail. In
some cases, one candidate-supporter team will retreat, leaving a clear leader to step
up. But the candidate who retreated will still enjoy a relatively high status in the
group and be respected for vying for leadership. The second-place candidate may
become a nuisance for the new emergent leader, questioning his or her decisions.
Rather than excluding or punishing the second-place candidate, the new leader
should give him or her responsibilities within the group to make use of the group
member’s respected status.

Leaders Emerge Based on Communication Skill and Competence

This final approach to the study of leadership is considered a functional approach,
because it focuses on how particular communication behaviors function to create
the conditions of leadership. This last approach is the most useful for
communication scholars and for people who want to improve their leadership
skills, because leadership behaviors (which are learnable and adaptable) rather than
traits or situations (which are often beyond our control) are the primary focus of
study. As we’ve already learned, any group member can exhibit leadership
behaviors, not just a designated or emergent leader. Therefore leadership behaviors
are important for all of us to understand even if we don’t anticipate serving in
leadership positions.John F. Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in Small
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A group leader with high
communication competence can
facilitate brainstorming and
group discussion to enhance the
creativity and quality of group
members’ ideas.
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Group Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, MN: West Publishing,
1991), 126.

The communication behaviors that facilitate effective leadership encompass three
main areas of group communication including task, procedural, and relational
functions. Although any group member can perform leadership behaviors, groups
usually have patterns of and expectations for behaviors once they get to the
norming and performing stages of group development. Many groups only meet one
or two times, and in these cases it is likely that a designated leader will perform
many of the functions to get the group started and then step in to facilitate as
needed.

Leadership behaviors that contribute to a group’s task-related functions include
providing, seeking, and evaluating information. Leaders may want to be cautious
about contributing ideas before soliciting ideas from group members, since the
leader’s contribution may sway or influence others in the group, therefore
diminishing the importance of varying perspectives. Likewise a leader may want to
solicit evaluation of ideas from members before providing his or her own judgment.
In group situations where creativity is needed to generate ideas or solutions to a
problem, the task leader may be wise to facilitate brainstorming and discussion.

This can allow the leader to keep his or her eye on the
“big picture” and challenge group members to make
their ideas more concrete or discuss their implications
beyond the group without adding his or her own
opinion. To review, some of the key leadership
behaviors that contribute to the task-related functions
of a group include the following:John F. Cragan and
David W. Wright, Communication in Small Group
Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, MN:
West Publishing, 1991), 131–32.

• Contributing ideas
• Seeking ideas
• Evaluating ideas
• Seeking idea evaluation
• Visualizing abstract ideas
• Generalizing from specific ideas

Leadership behaviors that contribute to a group’s procedural-related functions help
guide the group as it proceeds from idea generation to implementation. Some
leaders are better at facilitating and managing ideas than they are at managing the
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administrative functions of a group. So while a group leader may help establish the
goals of the group and set the agenda, another group member with more
experience in group operations may step in to periodically revisit and assess
progress toward completion of goals and compare the group’s performance against
its agenda. It’s also important to check in between idea-generating sessions to
clarify, summarize, and gauge the agreement level of group members. A very skilled
and experienced leader may take primary responsibility for all these behaviors, but
it’s often beneficial to share them with group members to avoid becoming
overburdened. To review, some of the key leadership behaviors that contribute to
the procedural functions of a group include the following:John F. Cragan and David
W. Wright, Communication in Small Group Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed.
(St. Paul, MN: West Publishing, 1991), 132–34.

• Goal setting
• Agenda making
• Clarifying
• Summarizing
• Verbalizing consensus
• Generalizing from specific ideas

Leadership behaviors that contribute to a group’s relational functions include
creating a participative and inclusive climate, establishing norms of reflection and
self-analysis, and managing conflict. By encouraging participation among group
members, a leader can help quell people who try to monopolize discussion and
create an overall climate of openness and equality. Leaders want to make sure that
people don’t feel personally judged for their ideas and that criticism remains idea
centered, not person centered. A safe and positive climate typically leads to higher-
quality idea generation and decision making. Leaders also encourage group
members to metacommunicate, or talk about the group’s communication. This can
help the group identify and begin to address any interpersonal or communication
issues before they escalate and divert the group away from accomplishing its goal.
A group with a well-established participative and inclusive climate will be better
prepared to handle conflict when it emerges. Remember that conflict when handled
competently can enhance group performance. Leaders may even instigate
productive conflict by playing devil’s advocate or facilitating civil debate of ideas.
To review, some of the key leadership behaviors that contribute to the relational
functions of a group include the following:John F. Cragan and David W. Wright,
Communication in Small Group Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul,
MN: West Publishing, 1991), 134–36.

• Regulating participation
• Climate making
• Instigating group self-analysis
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• Resolving conflict
• Instigating productive conflict

Leadership Styles

Given the large amount of research done on leadership, it is not surprising that
there are several different ways to define or categorize leadership styles. In general,
effective leaders do not fit solely into one style in any of the following
classifications. Instead, they are able to adapt their leadership style to fit the
relational and situational context.Julia T. Wood, “Leading in Purposive Discussions:
A Study of Adaptive Behavior,” Communication Monographs 44, no. 2 (1977): 152–65.
One common way to study leadership style is to make a distinction among
autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire leaders.Kurt Lewin, Ronald Lippitt, and
Ralph K. White, “Patterns of Aggressive Behavior in Experimentally Created ‘Social
Climates,’” Journal of Social Psychology 10, no. 2 (1939): 269–99. These leadership
styles can be described as follows:

• Autocratic leaders set policies and make decisions primarily on their
own, taking advantage of the power present in their title or status to
set the agenda for the group.

• Democratic leaders facilitate group discussion and like to take input
from all members before making a decision.

• Laissez-faire leaders take a “hands-off” approach, preferring to give
group members freedom to reach and implement their own decisions.

While this is a frequently cited model of leadership styles, we will focus in more
detail on a model that was developed a few years after this one. I choose to focus on
this later model because it offers some more specifics in terms of the
communicative elements of each leadership style. The four leadership styles used in
this model are directive, participative, supportive, and achievement
oriented.Robert J. House and Terrence R. Mitchell, “Path-Goal Theory of
Leadership,” Journal of Contemporary Business 3 (1974): 81–97.

Directive Leaders

Directive leaders5 help provide psychological structure for their group members
by clearly communicating expectations, keeping a schedule and agenda, providing
specific guidance as group members work toward the completion of their task, and
taking the lead on setting and communicating group rules and procedures.
Although this is most similar to the autocratic leadership style mentioned before, it
is more nuanced and flexible. The originators of this model note that a leader can
be directive without being seen as authoritarian. To do this, directive leaders must

5. Leaders who provide
psychological structure for
their group members by clearly
communicating expectations,
keeping a schedule and agenda,
providing specific guidance as
group members work toward
the completion of their task,
and taking the lead on setting
and communicating group
rules and procedures.
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Directive leaders provide
structure and clear expectations
for their group. To be effective
they must be skilled motivators.
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be good motivators who encourage productivity through positive reinforcement or
reward rather than through the threat of punishment.

A directive leadership style is effective in groups that do
not have a history and may require direction to get
started on their task. It can also be the most appropriate
method during crisis situations in which decisions must
be made under time constraints or other extraordinary
pressures. When groups have an established history and
are composed of people with unique skills and expertise,
a directive approach may be seen as “micromanaging.”
In these groups, a more participative style may be the
best option.

Participative Leaders

Participative leaders6 work to include group members
in the decision-making process by soliciting and
considering their opinions and suggestions. When group
members feel included, their personal goals are more likely to align with the group
and organization’s goals, which can help productivity. This style of leadership can
also aid in group member socialization, as the members feel like they get to help
establish group norms and rules, which affects cohesion and climate. When group
members participate more, they buy into the group’s norms and goals more, which
can increase conformity pressures for incoming group members. As we learned
earlier, this is good to a point, but it can become negative when the pressures lead
to unethical group member behavior. In addition to consulting group members for
help with decision making, participative leaders also grant group members more
freedom to work independently. This can lead group members to feel trusted and
respected for their skills, which can increase their effort and output.

The participative method of leadership is similar to the democratic style discussed
earlier, and it is a style of leadership practiced in many organizations that have
established work groups that meet consistently over long periods of time. US
companies began to adopt a more participative and less directive style of
management in the 1980s after organizational scholars researched teamwork and
efficiency in Japanese corporations. Japanese managers included employees in
decision making, which blurred the line between the leader and other group
members and enhanced productivity. These small groups were called quality
circles, because they focused on group interaction intended to improve quality and
productivity.John F. Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in Small Group
Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, MN: West Publishing, 1991),
122–23.

6. Leaders who work to include
group members in the
decision-making process by
soliciting and considering their
opinions and suggestions.
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Supportive Leaders

Supportive leaders7 show concern for their followers’ needs and emotions. They
want to support group members’ welfare through a positive and friendly group
climate. These leaders are good at reducing the stress and frustration of the group,
which helps create a positive climate and can help increase group members’
positive feelings about the task and other group members. As we will learn later,
some group roles function to maintain the relational climate of the group, and
several group members often perform these role behaviors. With a supportive
leader as a model, such behaviors would likely be performed as part of established
group norms, which can do much to enhance social cohesion. Supportive leaders do
not provide unconditionally positive praise. They also competently provide
constructive criticism in order to challenge and enhance group members’
contributions.

A supportive leadership style is more likely in groups that are primarily relational
rather than task focused. For example, support groups and therapy groups benefit
from a supportive leader. While maintaining positive relationships is an important
part of any group’s functioning, most task-oriented groups need to spend more
time on task than social functions in order to efficiently work toward the
completion of their task. Skilled directive or participative leaders of task-oriented
groups would be wise to employ supportive leadership behaviors when group
members experience emotional stress to prevent relational stress from negatively
impacting the group’s climate and cohesion.

Achievement-Oriented Leaders

Achievement-oriented leaders8 strive for excellence and set challenging goals,
constantly seeking improvement and exhibiting confidence that group members
can meet their high expectations. These leaders often engage in systematic social
comparison, keeping tabs on other similar high-performing groups to assess their
expectations and the group’s progress. This type of leadership is similar to what
other scholars call transformational or visionary leadership and is often associated
with leaders like former Apple CEO Steve Jobs, talk show host and television
network CEO Oprah Winfrey, former president Bill Clinton, and business magnate
turned philanthropist Warren Buffett. Achievement-oriented leaders are likely less
common than the other styles, as this style requires a high level of skill and
commitment on the part of the leader and the group. Although rare, these leaders
can be found at all levels of groups ranging from local school boards to Fortune 500
companies. Certain group dynamics must be in place in order to accommodate this
leadership style. Groups for which an achievement-oriented leadership style would
be effective are typically intentionally created and are made up of members who
are skilled and competent in regards to the group’s task. In many cases, the leader

7. Leaders who show concern for
their followers’ needs and
emotions.

8. Leaders who strive for
excellence and set challenging
goals, constantly seeking
improvement and exhibiting
confidence that group
members can meet their high
expectations.
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is specifically chosen because of his or her reputation and expertise, and even
though the group members may not have a history of working with the leader, the
members and leader must have a high degree of mutual respect.
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“Getting Plugged In”

Steve Jobs as an Achievement-Oriented Leader

“Where can you find a leader with Jobs’ willingness to fail, his sheer tenacity,
persistence, and resiliency, his grandiose ego, his overwhelming belief in
himself?”Alan Deutschman, “Exit the King,” The Daily Beast, September 21, 2011,
accessed August 23, 2012, http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2011/08/
28/steve-jobs-american-genius.html. This closing line of an article following
the death of Steve Jobs clearly illustrates the larger-than-life personality and
extraordinary drive of achievement-oriented leaders. Jobs, who founded Apple
Computers, was widely recognized as a visionary with a brilliant mind during
his early years at the helm of Apple (from 1976 to 1985), but he hadn’t yet
gained respect as a business leader. Jobs left the company and later returned in
1997. After his return, Apple reached its height under his leadership, which was
now enhanced by business knowledge and skills he gained during his time away
from the company. The fact that Jobs was able to largely teach himself the ins
and outs of business practices is a quality of achievement-oriented leaders, who
are constantly self-reflective and evaluate their skills and performance, making
adaptations as necessary.

Achievement-oriented leaders also often possess good instincts, allowing them
to make decisions quickly while acknowledging the potential for failure but also
showing a resiliency that allows them to bounce back from mistakes and come
back stronger. Rather than bringing in panels of experts, presenting ideas to
focus groups for feedback, or putting a new product through market research
and testing, Jobs relied on his instincts, which led to some embarrassing
failures and some remarkable successes that overshadowed the failures.
Although Jobs made unilateral decisions, he relied heavily on the creative and
technical expertise of others who worked for him and were able to make his
creative, innovative, and some say genius ideas reality. As do other
achievement-oriented leaders, Jobs held his group members to exceptionally
high standards and fostered a culture that mirrored his own perfectionism.
Constant comparisons to other technological innovators like Bill Gates, CEO of
Microsoft, pushed Jobs and those who worked for him to work tirelessly to
produce the “next big thing.” Achievement-oriented leaders like Jobs have been
described as maniacal, intense, workaholics, perfectionists, risk takers,
narcissists, innovative, and visionary. These descriptors carry positive and
negative connotations but often yield amazing results when possessed by a
leader, the likes of which only seldom come around.
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1. Do you think Jobs could have been as successful had he employed
one of the other leadership styles? Why or why not? How might
the achievement-oriented leadership style be well suited for a
technology company like Apple or the technology field in general?

2. In what circumstances would you like to work for an achievement-
oriented leader, and why? In what circumstances would you prefer
not to work with an achievement-oriented leader, and why?

3. Do some research on another achievement-oriented leader.
Discuss how that leader’s traits are similar to and/or different
from those of Steve Jobs.

Leadership and Power

Leaders help move group members toward the completion of their goal using
various motivational strategies. The types of power leaders draw on to motivate
have long been a topic of small group study. A leader may possess or draw on any of
the following five types of power to varying degrees: legitimate, expert, referent,
information, and reward/coercive.John R. P. French Jr. and Bertram Raven, “The
Bases of Social Power,” in Studies in Social Power, ed. Dorwin Cartwright (Ann Arbor,
MI: Institute for Social Research, 1959), 150–67. Effective leaders do not need to
possess all five types of power. Instead, competent leaders know how to draw on
other group members who may be better able to exercise a type of power in a given
situation.

Legitimate Power

The very title of leader brings with it legitimate power9, which is power that flows
from the officially recognized position, status, or title of a group member. For
example, the leader of the “Social Media Relations Department” of a retail chain
receives legitimate power through the title “director of social media relations.” It is
important to note though that being designated as someone with status or a
position of power doesn’t mean that the group members respect or recognize that
power. Even with a title, leaders must still earn the ability to provide leadership. Of
the five types of power, however, the leader alone is most likely to possess
legitimate power.

9. Power that flows from the
officially recognized position,
status, or title of a group
member.
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A group member with expertise
in an area relevant to the group’s
task may draw on expert power
to lead the group. For example, a
transplant surgeon may lead a
team of other doctors and nurses
during the surgery while a
critical care nurse may take the
lead during postsurgery
recovery.
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Expert Power

Expert power10 comes from knowledge, skill, or
expertise that a group member possesses and other
group members do not. For example, even though all
the workers in the Social Media Relations Department
have experience with computers, the information
technology (IT) officer has expert power when it comes
to computer networking and programming. Because of
this, even though the director may have a higher status,
she or he must defer to the IT officer when the office
network crashes. A leader who has legitimate and
expert power may be able to take a central role in
setting the group’s direction, contributing to problem
solving, and helping the group achieve its goal. In
groups with a designated leader who relies primarily on
legitimate power, a member with a significant amount
of expert power may emerge as an unofficial secondary
leader.

Referent Power

Referent power11 comes from the attractiveness,
likeability, and charisma of the group member. As we
learned earlier, more physically attractive people and
more outgoing people are often chosen as leaders. This
could be due to their referent power. Referent power
also derives from a person’s reputation. A group
member may have referent power if he or she is well respected outside of the group
for previous accomplishments or even because he or she is known as a dependable
and capable group member. Like legitimate power, the fact that a person possesses
referent power doesn’t mean he or she has the talent, skill, or other characteristic
needed to actually lead the group. A person could just be likable but have no
relevant knowledge about the group’s task or leadership experience. Some groups
actually desire this type of leader, especially if the person is meant to attract
external attention and serve as more of a “figurehead” than a regularly functioning
group member. For example, a group formed to raise funds for a science and nature
museum may choose a former mayor, local celebrity, or NASA astronaut as their
leader because of his or her referent power. In this situation it would probably be
best for the group to have a secondary leader who attends to task and problem-
solving functions within the group.

10. Power that comes from
knowledge, skill, or expertise
that a group member possesses
and other group members do
not.

11. Power that comes from the
attractiveness, likeability, and
charisma of the group member.
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Information Power

Information power12 comes from a person’s ability to access information that
comes through informal channels and well-established social and professional
networks. We have already learned that information networks are an important
part of a group’s structure and can affect a group’s access to various resources.
When a group member is said to have “know how,” they possess information power.
The knowledge may not always be official, but it helps the group solve problems
and get things done. Individuals develop information power through years of
interacting with others, making connections, and building and maintaining
interpersonal and instrumental relationships. For example, the group formed to
raise funds for the science and nature museum may need to draw on informal
information networks to get leads on potential donors, to get information about
what local science teachers would recommend for exhibits, or to book a band
willing to perform for free at a fundraising concert.

Reward and Coercive Power

The final two types of power, reward and coercive, are related. Reward power13

comes from the ability of a group member to provide a positive incentive as a
compliance-gaining strategy, and coercive power14 comes from the ability of a
group member to provide a negative incentive. These two types of power can be
difficult for leaders and other group members to manage, because their use can lead
to interpersonal conflict. Reward power can be used by nearly any group member if
he or she gives another group member positive feedback on an idea, an
appreciation card for hard work, or a pat on the back. Because of limited resources,
many leaders are frustrated by their inability to give worthwhile tangible rewards
to group members such as prizes, bonuses, or raises. Additionally, the use of reward
power may seem corny or paternalistic to some or may arouse accusations of
favoritism or jealousy among group members who don’t receive the award.

Coercive power, since it entails punishment or negative incentive, can lead to
interpersonal conflict and a negative group climate if it is overused or used
improperly. While any leader or group member could make threats to others,
leaders with legitimate power are typically in the best position to use coercive
power. In such cases, coercive power may manifest in loss of pay and/or privileges,
being excluded from the group, or being fired (if the group work is job related). In
many volunteer groups or groups that lack formal rules and procedures, leaders
have a more difficult time using coercive power, since they can’t issue official
punishments. Instead, coercive power will likely take the form of interpersonal
punishments such as ignoring group members or excluding them from group
activities.

12. Power that comes from a
person’s ability to access
information that comes
through informal channels and
well-established social and
professional networks.

13. Power that comes from the
ability of a group member to
provide a positive incentive as
a compliance-gaining strategy.

14. Power that comes from the
ability of a group member to
provide a negative incentive.

Chapter 14 Leadership, Roles, and Problem Solving in Groups

14.1 Leadership and Small Group Communication 808



“Getting Real”

Leadership as the Foundation of a Career

As we’ve already learned, leaders share traits, some more innate and naturally
tapped into than others. Successful leaders also develop and refine leadership
skills and behaviors that they are not “born with.” Since much of leadership is
skill and behavior based, it is never too early to start developing yourself as a
leader. Whether you are planning to start your first career path fresh out of
college, you’ve returned to college in order to switch career paths, or you’re in
college to help you advance more quickly in your current career path, you
should have already been working on your leadership skills for years; it’s not
something you want to start your first day on the new job. Since leaders must
be able to draw from a wealth of personal experience in order to solve
problems, relate to others, and motivate others to achieve a task, you should
start to seek out leadership positions in school and/or community groups.
Since you may not yet be sure of your exact career path, try to get a variety of
positions over a few years that are generally transferrable to professional
contexts. In these roles, work on building a reputation as an ethical leader and
as a leader who takes responsibility rather than playing the “blame game.”
Leaders still have to be good team players and often have to take on roles and
responsibilities that other group members do not want. Instead of complaining
or expecting recognition for your “extra work,” accept these responsibilities
enthusiastically and be prepared for your hard work to go unnoticed. Much of
what a good leader does occurs in the background and isn’t publicly praised or
acknowledged. Even when the group succeeds because of your hard work as the
leader, you still have to be willing to share that praise with others who helped,
because even though you may have worked the hardest, you didn’t do it alone.

As you build up your experience and reputation as a leader, be prepared for
your workload to grow and your interpersonal communication competence to
become more important. Once you’re in your career path, you can draw on this
previous leadership experience and volunteer or step up when the need arises,
which can help you get noticed. Of course, you have to be able to follow
through on your commitment, which takes discipline and dedication. While you
may be excited to prove your leadership chops in your new career path, I
caution you about taking on too much too fast. It’s easy for a young and/or new
member of a work team to become overcommitted, as more experienced group
members are excited to have a person to share some of their work
responsibilities with. Hopefully, your previous leadership experience will give
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you confidence that your group members will notice. People are attracted to
confidence and want to follow people who exhibit it. Aside from confidence,
good leaders also develop dynamism, which is a set of communication
behaviors that conveys enthusiasm and creates an energetic and positive
climate. Once confidence and dynamism have attracted a good team of people,
good leaders facilitate quality interaction among group members, build
cohesion, and capitalize on the synergy of group communication in order to
come up with forward-thinking solutions to problems. Good leaders also
continue to build skills in order to become better leaders. Leaders are excellent
observers of human behavior and are able to assess situations using contextual
clues and nonverbal communication. They can then use this knowledge to
adapt their communication to the situation. Leaders also have a high degree of
emotional intelligence, which allows them to better sense, understand, and
respond to others’ emotions and to have more control over their own displays
of emotions. Last, good leaders further their careers by being reflexive and
regularly evaluating their strengths and weaknesses as a leader. Since our
perceptions are often skewed, it’s also good to have colleagues and mentors/
supervisors give you formal evaluations of your job performance, making
explicit comments about leadership behaviors. As you can see, the work of a
leader only grows more complex as one moves further along a career path. But
with the skills gained through many years of increasingly challenging
leadership roles, a leader can adapt to and manage this increasing complexity.

1. What leadership positions have you had so far? In what ways
might they prepare you for more complex and career-specific
leadership positions you may have later?

2. What communication competencies do you think are most
important for a leader to have and why? How do you rate in terms
of the competencies you ranked as most important?

3. Who do you know who would be able to give you constructive
feedback on your leadership skills? What do you think this person
would say? (You may want to consider actually asking the person
for feedback).
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Leaders fulfill a group role that is associated with status and power
within the group that may be formally or informally recognized by
people inside and/or outside of the group. While there are usually only
one or two official leaders within a group, all group members can
perform leadership functions, which are a complex of beliefs,
communication patterns, and behaviors that influence the functioning
of a group and move a group toward the completion of its tasks.

• There are many perspectives on how and why people become
leaders:

◦ Designated leaders are officially recognized in their
leadership role and may be appointed or elected.

◦ Emergent leaders gain status and respect through
engagement with the group and its task and are turned to by
others as a resource when leadership is needed.

◦ The trait approach to studying leadership distinguishes
leaders from followers based on traits or personal
characteristics, such as physical appearance, communication
ability, intelligence, and personality. While this approach is
useful for understanding how people conceptualize ideal
leaders, it doesn’t offer communication scholars much
insight into how leadership can be studied and developed as
a skill.

◦ Situational context also affects how leaders emerge.
Different leadership styles and skills are needed based on the
level of structure surrounding a group and on how group
interactions play out in initial meetings and whether or not a
leadership struggle occurs.

◦ Leaders also emerge based on communication skill and
competence, as certain communication behaviors function to
create the conditions of leadership. This approach is most
useful to communication scholars, because in it leadership is
seen as a set of communication behaviors that are learnable
and adaptable rather than traits or situational factors, which
are often beyond our control.

• Leaders can adopt a directive, participative, supportive, or
achievement-oriented style.
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◦ Directive leaders help provide psychological structure for
their group members by clearly communicating
expectations, keeping a schedule and agenda, providing
specific guidance as group members work toward the
completion of their task, and taking the lead on setting and
communicating group rules and procedures.

◦ Participative leaders work to include group members in the
decision-making process by soliciting and considering their
opinions and suggestions.

◦ Supportive leaders show concern for their followers’ needs
and emotions.

◦ Achievement-oriented leaders strive for excellence and set
challenging goals, constantly seeking improvement and
exhibiting confidence that group members can meet their
high expectations.

• Leaders and other group members move their groups toward
success and/or the completion of their task by tapping into
various types of power.

◦ Legitimate power flows from the officially recognized power,
status, or title of a group member.

◦ Expert power comes from knowledge, skill, or expertise that
a group member possesses and other group members do not.

◦ Referent power comes from the attractiveness, likeability,
and charisma of the group member.

◦ Information power comes from a person’s ability to access
information that comes through informal channels and well-
established social and professional networks.

◦ Reward power comes from the ability of a group member to
provide a positive incentive as a compliance-gaining
strategy, and coercive power comes from the ability of a
group member to provide a negative incentive (punishment).

Chapter 14 Leadership, Roles, and Problem Solving in Groups

14.1 Leadership and Small Group Communication 812



EXERCISES

1. In what situations would a designated leader be better than an emergent
leader, and vice versa? Why?

2. Think of a leader that you currently work with or have worked with who
made a strong (positive or negative) impression on you. Which
leadership style did he or she use most frequently? Cite specific
communication behaviors to back up your analysis.

3. Getting integrated: Teachers are often viewed as leaders in academic
contexts along with bosses/managers in professional, politicians/
elected officials in civic, and parents in personal contexts. For each of
these leaders and contexts, identify some important leadership qualities
that each should possess, and discuss some of the influences in each
context that may affect the leader and his or her leadership style.
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14.2 Group Member Roles

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify and discuss task-related group roles and behaviors.
2. Identify and discuss maintenance group roles and behaviors.
3. Identify and discuss negative group roles and behaviors.

Just as leaders have been long studied as a part of group communication research,
so too have group member roles. Group roles are more dynamic than leadership
roles in that a role can be formal or informal and played by more than one group
member. Additionally, one group member may exhibit various role behaviors
within a single group meeting or play a few consistent roles over the course of his
or her involvement with a group. Some people’s role behaviors result from their
personality traits, while other people act out a certain role because of a short-term
mood, as a reaction to another group member, or out of necessity. Group
communication scholars have cautioned us to not always think of these roles as
neatly bounded all-inclusive categories. After all, we all play multiple roles within a
group and must draw on multiple communication behaviors in order to successfully
play them. When someone continually exhibits a particular behavior, it may be
labeled as a role, but even isolated behaviors can impact group functioning. In this
section, we will discuss the three categories of common group roles that were
identified by early group communication scholars. These role categories include
task-related roles, maintenance roles, and individual roles that are self-centered or
unproductive for the group.Kenneth D. Benne and Paul Sheats, “Functional Roles of
Group Members,” Journal of Social Issues 4, no. 2 (1948): 41–49.

Task-Related Roles and Behaviors

Task roles and their related behaviors contribute directly to the group’s completion
of a task or achievement of its goal or purpose. Task-related roles typically serve
leadership, informational, or procedural functions. In this section we will discuss
the following roles and behaviors: task leader, expediter, information provider,
information seeker, gatekeeper, and recorder.

Task Leader

Within any group, there may be a task leader who has a high group status because
of his or her maturity, problem-solving abilities, knowledge, and/or leadership
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experience and skills and functions primarily to help the group complete its
task.John F. Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in Small Group Discussions:
An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, MN: West Publishing, 1991), 147. This
person may be a designated or emergent leader, but in either case, task leaders tend
to talk more during group interactions than other group members and also tend to
do more work in the group. Depending on the number of tasks a group has, there
may be more than one task leader, especially if the tasks require different sets of
skills or knowledge. Because of the added responsibilities of being a task leader,
people in these roles may experience higher levels of stress. A task leader’s stresses,
however, may be lessened through some of the maintenance role behaviors that we
will discuss later.

Task-leader behaviors can be further divided into two types: substantive and
procedural.Charles Pavitt, “Theorizing about the Group Communication-Leadership
Relationship,” in The Handbook of Group Communication Theory and Research, ed.
Lawrence R. Frey (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1999), 317. The substantive leader is the
“idea person” who communicates “big picture” thoughts and suggestions that feed
group discussion. The procedural leader is the person who gives the most guidance,
perhaps following up on the ideas generated by the substantive leader. A skilled and
experienced task leader may be able to perform both of these roles, but when the
roles are filled by two different people, the person considered the procedural leader
is more likely than the substantive leader to be viewed by members as the overall
group leader. This indicates that task-focused groups assign more status to the
person who actually guides the group toward the completion of the task (a “doer”)
than the person who comes up with ideas (the “thinker”).

Expediter

The expediter15 is a task-related role that functions to keep the group on track
toward completing its task by managing the agenda and setting and assessing goals
in order to monitor the group’s progress. An expediter doesn’t push group
members mindlessly along toward the completion of their task; an expediter must
have a good sense of when a topic has been sufficiently discussed or when a group’s
extended focus on one area has led to diminishing returns. In such cases, the
expediter may say, “Now that we’ve had a thorough discussion of the pros and cons
of switching the office from PCs to Macs, which side do you think has more
support?” or “We’ve spent half of this meeting looking for examples of what other
libraries have done and haven’t found anything useful. Maybe we should switch
gears so we can get something concrete done tonight.”15. A task-related role that

functions to keep the group on
track toward completing its
task by managing the agenda
and setting and assessing goals
in order to monitor the group’s
progress.
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An expediter in a restaurant
keeps the food flowing from the
kitchen to the diners in a timely
and orderly fashion, just as the
expediter in a group keeps the
group on an agenda.

© Thinkstock

If you’ve ever worked in a restaurant, you’re probably
familiar with an expediter’s role in the kitchen. The
person working “expo” helps make sure that the timing
on all the dishes for a meal works out and that each
plate is correct before it goes out to the table. This is by
no means an easy job, since some entrées cook quicker
than others and not everyone orders their burger the
same way. So the expediter helps make order out of
chaos by calling the food out to the kitchen in a
particular order that logically works so that all the food
will come up at the same time. Once the food is up, he or
she also checks what’s on the plate against what’s on the
ticket to make sure it matches. Expediting in a
restaurant and in a small group is like a dance that
requires some flexible and creative thinking and an
ability to stick to a time frame and assess progress. To
avoid the perception that group members are being
rushed, a skilled expediter can demonstrate good active-listening skills by
paraphrasing what has been discussed and summarizing what has been
accomplished in such a way that makes it easier for group members to see the need
to move on.

Information Provider

The role of information provider16 includes behaviors that are more evenly shared
than in other roles, as ideally, all group members present new ideas, initiate
discussions of new topics, and contribute their own relevant knowledge and
experiences. When group members are brought together because they each have
different types of information, early group meetings may consist of group members
taking turns briefing each other on their area of expertise. In other situations, only
one person in the group may be chosen because of his or her specialized knowledge
and this person may be expected to be the primary information provider for all
other group members. For example, I was asked to serve on a university committee
that is reviewing our undergraduate learning goals. Since my official role is to serve
as the “faculty expert” on the subcommittee related to speaking, I played a more
central information-provider function for our group during most of our initial
meetings. Since other people on the subcommittee weren’t as familiar with
speaking and its place within higher education curriculum, it made sense that
information-providing behaviors were not as evenly distributed in this case.

16. A role that includes behaviors
that are more evenly shared
than in other roles, as ideally,
all group members present
new ideas, initiate discussions
of new topics, and contribute
their own relevant knowledge
and experiences.
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Information Seeker

The information seeker17 asks for more information, elaboration, or clarification
on items relevant to the group’s task. The information sought may include factual
information or group member opinions. In general, information seekers ask
questions for clarification, but they can also ask questions that help provide an
important evaluative function. Most groups could benefit from more critically
oriented information-seeking behaviors. As our discussion of groupthink notes,
critical questioning helps increase the quality of ideas and group outcomes and
helps avoid groupthink. By asking for more information, people have to defend (in a
nonadversarial way) and/or support their claims, which can help ensure that the
information being discussed is credible, relevant, and thoroughly considered. When
information seeking or questioning occurs as a result of poor listening skills, it risks
negatively impacting the group. Skilled information providers and seekers are also
good active listeners. They increase all group members’ knowledge when they
paraphrase and ask clarifying questions about the information presented.

Gatekeeper

The gatekeeper18 manages the flow of conversation in a group in order to achieve
an appropriate balance so that all group members get to participate in a meaningful
way. The gatekeeper may prompt others to provide information by saying
something like “Let’s each share one idea we have for a movie to show during Black
History Month.” He or she may also help correct an imbalance between members
who have provided much information already and members who have been quiet
by saying something like “Aretha, we’ve heard a lot from you today. Let’s hear from
someone else. Beau, what are your thoughts on Aretha’s suggestion?” Gatekeepers
should be cautious about “calling people out” or at least making them feel that way.
Instead of scolding someone for not participating, they should be invitational and
ask a member to contribute to something specific instead of just asking if they have
anything to add. Since gatekeepers make group members feel included, they also
service the relational aspects of the group.

Recorder

The recorder19 takes notes on the discussion and activities that occur during a
group meeting. The recorder is the only role that is essentially limited to one
person at a time since in most cases it wouldn’t be necessary or beneficial to have
more than one person recording. At less formal meetings there may be no recorder,
while at formal meetings there is almost always a person who records meeting
minutes, which are an overview of what occurred at the meeting. Each committee
will have different rules or norms regarding the level of detail within and
availability of the minutes. While some group’s minutes are required by law to be

17. A group member who asks for
more information, elaboration,
or clarification on items
relevant to the group’s task.

18. A group member who manages
the flow of conversation in a
group in order to achieve an
appropriate balance so that all
group members get to
participate in a meaningful
way.

19. A group member who takes
notes on the discussion and
activities that occur during a
group meeting.
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The recorder writes and/or types
notes during group meetings in
order to document the discussion
and other interactions.

© Thinkstock

public, others may be strictly confidential. Even though a record of a group meeting
may be valuable, the role of recorder is often regarded as a low-status position,
since the person in the role may feel or be viewed as subservient to the other
members who are able to more actively contribute to the group’s functioning.
Because of this, it may be desirable to have the role of recorder rotate among
members.John F. Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in Small Group
Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, MN: West Publishing, 1991), 150.

Maintenance Roles and Behaviors

Maintenance roles and their corresponding behaviors
function to create and maintain social cohesion and
fulfill the interpersonal needs of group members. All
these role behaviors require strong and sensitive
interpersonal skills. The maintenance roles we will
discuss in this section include social-emotional leader,
supporter, tension releaser, harmonizer, and
interpreter.

Social-Emotional Leader

The social-emotional leader within a group may
perform a variety of maintenance roles and is generally
someone who is well liked by the other group members
and whose role behaviors complement but don’t compete with the task leader. The
social-emotional leader may also reassure and support the task leader when he or
she becomes stressed. In general, the social-emotional leader is a reflective thinker
who has good perception skills that he or she uses to analyze the group dynamics
and climate and then initiate the appropriate role behaviors to maintain a positive
climate. Unlike the role of task leader, this isn’t a role that typically shifts from one
person to another. While all members of the group perform some maintenance role
behaviors at various times, the socioemotional leader reliably functions to support
group members and maintain a positive relational climate. Social-emotional
leadership functions can actually become detrimental to the group and lead to less
satisfaction among members when the maintenance behaviors being performed are
seen as redundant or as too distracting from the task.Charles Pavitt, “Theorizing
about the Group Communication-Leadership Relationship,” in The Handbook of Group
Communication Theory and Research, ed. Lawrence R. Frey (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage,
1999), 318.
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Supporter

The role of supporter20 is characterized by communication behaviors that
encourage other group members and provide emotional support as needed. The
supporter’s work primarily occurs in one-on-one exchanges that are more intimate
and in-depth than the exchanges that take place during full group meetings. While
many group members may make supporting comments publicly at group meetings,
these comments are typically superficial and/or brief. A supporter uses active
empathetic listening skills to connect with group members who may seem down or
frustrated by saying something like “Tayesha, you seemed kind of down today. Is
there anything you’d like to talk about?” Supporters also follow up on previous
conversations with group members to maintain the connections they’ve already
established by saying things like “Alan, I remember you said your mom is having
surgery this weekend. I hope it goes well. Let me know if you need anything.” The
supporter’s communication behaviors are probably the least noticeable of any of
the other maintenance roles, which may make this group member’s efforts seem
overlooked. Leaders and other group members can help support the supporter by
acknowledging his or her contributions.

Tension Releaser

The tension releaser21 is someone who is naturally funny and sensitive to the
personalities of the group and the dynamics of any given situation and who uses
these qualities to manage the frustration level of the group. Being funny is not
enough to fulfill this role, as jokes or comments could indeed be humorous to other
group members but be delivered at an inopportune time, which ultimately creates
rather than releases tension. The healthy use of humor by the tension releaser
performs the same maintenance function as the empathy employed by the
harmonizer or the social-emotional leader, but it is less intimate and is typically
directed toward the whole group instead of just one person. The tension releaser
may start serving his or her function during the forming stage of group
development when primary tensions are present due to the typical uncertainties
present during initial interactions. The tension releaser may help “break the ice” or
make others feel at ease during the group’s more socially awkward first meetings.
When people make a failed attempt to release tension, they may be viewed as a
joker, which is a self-centered role we will learn more about later.

Harmonizer

The harmonizer22 role is played by group members who help manage the various
types of group conflict that emerge during group communication. They keep their
eyes and ears open for signs of conflict among group members and ideally intervene
before it escalates. For example, the harmonizer may sense that one group

20. A role characterized by
communication behaviors that
encourage other group
members and provide
emotional support as needed.

21. A role filled by someone who is
naturally funny and sensitive
to the personalities of the
group and the dynamics of any
given situation and who uses
these qualities to manage the
frustration level of the group.

22. A group member who helps
manage the various types of
group conflict that emerge
during group communication.
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An interpreter is a group
member who has cultural
sensitivity and experience
interacting with multiple
cultures and can help facilitate
intercultural interactions within
a group.

© Thinkstock

member’s critique of another member’s idea wasn’t received positively, and he or
she may be able to rephrase the critique in a more constructive way, which can help
diminish the other group member’s defensiveness. Harmonizers also deescalate
conflict once it has already started—for example, by suggesting that the group take
a break and then mediating between group members in a side conversation. These
actions can help prevent conflict from spilling over into other group interactions.
In cases where the whole group experiences conflict, the harmonizer may help lead
the group in perception-checking discussions that help members see an issue from
multiple perspectives. For a harmonizer to be effective, it’s important that he or she
be viewed as impartial and committed to the group as a whole rather than to one
side of an issue or one person or faction within the larger group. A special kind of
harmonizer that helps manage cultural differences within the group is the
interpreter.

Interpreter

An interpreter23 helps manage the diversity within a
group by mediating intercultural conflict, articulating
common ground between different people, and
generally creating a climate where difference is seen as
an opportunity rather than as something to be feared.
Just as an interpreter at the United Nations acts as a
bridge between two different languages, the interpreter
can bridge identity differences between group
members. Interpreters can help perform the other
maintenance roles discussed with a special awareness of
and sensitivity toward cultural differences. While a
literal interpreter would serve a task-related function
within a group, this type of interpreter may help
support a person who feels left out of the group because
he or she has a different cultural identity than the
majority of the group. Interpreters often act as allies to
people who are different even though the interpreter doesn’t share the specific
cultural identity. The interpreter may help manage conflict that arises as a result of
diversity, in this case, acting like an ambassador or mediator. Interpreters, because
of their cultural sensitivity, may also take a proactive role to help address conflict
before it emerges—for example, by taking a group member aside and explaining
why his or her behavior or comments may be perceived as offensive.

Negative Roles and Behaviors

Group communication scholars began exploring the negative side of group member
roles more than sixty years ago.Kenneth D. Benne and Paul Sheats, “Functional

23. A group member who helps
manage the diversity within a
group by mediating
intercultural conflict,
articulating common ground
between different people, and
generally creating a climate
where difference is seen as an
opportunity rather than as
something to be feared.
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Roles of Group Members,” Journal of Social Issues 4, no. 2 (1948): 41–49. Studying
these negative roles can help us analyze group interactions and potentially better
understand why some groups are more successful than others. It’s important to
acknowledge that we all perform some negative behaviors within groups but that
those behaviors do not necessarily constitute a role. A person may temporarily
monopolize a discussion to bring attention to his or her idea. If that behavior gets
the attention of the group members and makes them realize they were misinformed
or headed in a negative direction, then that behavior may have been warranted.
Negative behaviors can be enacted with varying degrees of intensity and regularity,
and their effects may range from mild annoyance to group failure. In general, the
effects grow increasingly negative as they increase in intensity and frequency.
While a single enactment of a negative role behavior may still harm the group,
regular enactment of such behaviors would constitute a role, and playing that role
is guaranteed to negatively impact the group. We will divide our discussion of
negative roles into self-centered and unproductive roles.

Self-Centered Roles

The behaviors associated with all the self-centered roles24 divert attention from
the task to the group member exhibiting the behavior. Although all these roles
share in their quest to divert attention, they do it in different ways and for different
reasons. The self-centered roles we will discuss are the central negative,
monopolizer, self-confessor, insecure compliment seeker, and joker.John F. Cragan
and David W. Wright, Communication in Small Group Discussions: An Integrated
Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul, MN: West Publishing, 1991), 152–53.

Central Negative

The central negative argues against most of the ideas and proposals discussed in the
group and often emerges as a result of a leadership challenge during group
formation. The failed attempt to lead the group can lead to feelings of resentment
toward the leader and/or the purpose of the group, which then manifest in negative
behaviors that delay, divert, or block the group’s progress toward achieving its goal.
This scenario is unfortunate because the central negative is typically a motivated
and intelligent group member who can benefit the group if properly handled by the
group leader or other members. Group communication scholars suggest that the
group leader or leaders actively incorporate central negatives into group tasks and
responsibilities to make them feel valued and to help diminish any residual anger,
disappointment, or hurt feelings from the leadership conflict.Ernest G. Bormann
and Nancy C. Bormann, Effective Small Group Communication, 4th ed. (Santa Rosa, CA:
Burgess CA, 1988). Otherwise the central negative will continue to argue against the
proposals and decisions of the group, even when they may be in agreement. In some

24. Negative group roles that
divert attention from the task
to the group member
exhibiting the behavior. These
roles include the central
negative, monopolizer, stage
hog, egghead, self-confessor,
insecure compliment seeker,
and joker.
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cases, the central negative may unintentionally serve a beneficial function if his or
her criticisms prevent groupthink.

Monopolizer

The monopolizer is a group member who makes excessive verbal contributions,
preventing equal participation by other group members. In short, monopolizers like
to hear the sound of their own voice and do not follow typical norms for
conversational turn taking. There are some people who are well informed,
charismatic, and competent communicators who can get away with impromptu
lectures and long stories, but monopolizers do not possess the magnetic qualities of
such people. A group member’s excessive verbal contributions are more likely to be
labeled as monopolizing when they are not related to the task or when they provide
unnecessary or redundant elaboration. Some monopolizers do not intentionally
speak for longer than they should. Instead, they think they are making a genuine
contribution to the group. These folks likely lack sensitivity to nonverbal cues, or
they would see that other group members are tired of listening or annoyed. Other
monopolizers just like to talk and don’t care what others think. Some may be trying
to make up for a lack of knowledge or experience. This type of monopolizer is best
described as a dilettante, or an amateur who tries to pass himself or herself off as an
expert.

There are some subgroups of behaviors that fall under the monopolizer’s role. The
“stage hog” monopolizes discussion with excessive verbal contributions and
engages in one-upping and narcissistic listening. One-upping is a spotlight-stealing
strategy in which people try to verbally “out-do” others by saying something like
“You think that’s bad? Listen to what happened to me!” They also listen to others in
order to find something they can connect back to themselves, not to understand the
message. The stage hog is like the diva that refuses to leave the stage to let the next
performer begin. Unlike a monopolizer, who may engage in his or her behaviors
unknowingly, stage hogs are usually aware of what they’re doing.

The “egghead” monopolizes the discussion with
excessive contributions that are based in actual
knowledge but that exceed the level of understanding of
other group members or the needs of the group.John F.
Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in Small
Groups: Theory, Practice, Skills, 5th ed. (Belmont, CA:
Wadsworth, 1999), 142. The egghead is different from
the dilettante monopolizer discussed earlier because
this person has genuine knowledge and expertise on a
subject, which may be useful to the group. But like the
monopolizer and stage hog, the egghead’s excessive
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A monopolizer makes excessive
verbal contributions and holds
the floor without allowing others
to speak.
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contributions draw attention away from the task, slow
the group down, and may contribute to a negative group
climate. The egghead may be like an absentminded
professor who is smart but lacks the social sensitivity to
tell when he or she has said enough and is now starting
to annoy other group members. This type of egghead
naively believes that other group members care as
much about the subject as he or she does. The second
type of egghead is more pompous and monopolizes the
discussion to flaunt his or her intellectual superiority.
While the first type of egghead may be tolerated to a point by the group and seen as
eccentric but valuable, the second type of egghead is perceived more negatively and
more quickly hurts the group. In general, the egghead’s advanced knowledge of a
subject and excessive contributions can hurt the group’s potential for synergy,
since other group members may defer to the egghead expert, which can diminish
the creativity that comes from outside and nonexpert perspectives.

Self-Confessor

The self-confessor is a group member who tries to use group meetings as therapy
sessions for issues not related to the group’s task. Self-confessors tend to make
personal self-disclosures that are unnecessarily intimate. While it is reasonable to
expect that someone experiencing a personal problem may want to consult with the
group, especially if that person has formed close relationships with other group
members, a self-confessor consistently comes to meetings with drama or a personal
problem. A supporter or gatekeeper may be able to manage some degree of self-
confessor behavior, but a chronic self-confessor is likely to build frustration among
other group members that can lead to interpersonal conflict and a lack of cohesion
and productivity. Most groups develop a norm regarding how much personal
information is discussed during group meetings, and some limit such disclosures to
time before or after the meeting, which may help deter the self-confessor.

Insecure Compliment Seeker

The insecure compliment seeker wants to know that he or she is valued by the
group and seeks recognition that is often not task related. For example, they don’t
want to be told they did a good job compiling a report; they want to know that
they’re a good person or attractive or smart—even though they might not be any of
those things. In short, they try to get validation from their relationships with group
members—validation that they may be lacking in relationships outside the group.
Or they may be someone who continually seeks the approval of others or tries to
overcompensate for insecurity through excessive behaviors aimed at eliciting
compliments. For example, if a group member wears a tight-fitting t-shirt in hopes
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of drawing attention to his physique but doesn’t receive any compliments from the
group, he may say, “My girlfriend said she could tell I’ve been working out. What do
you think?”

Joker

The joker is a person who consistently uses sarcasm, plays pranks, or tells jokes,
which distracts from the overall functioning of the group. In short, the joker is an
incompetent tension releaser. Rather than being seen as the witty group member
with good timing, the joker is seen as the “class clown.” Like the insecure
compliment seeker, the joker usually seeks attention and approval because of an
underlying insecurity. A group’s leader may have to intervene and privately meet
with a person engaging in joker behavior to help prevent a toxic or unsafe climate
from forming. This may be ineffective, though, if a joker’s behaviors are targeted
toward the group leader, which could indicate that the joker has a general problem
with authority. In the worst-case scenario, a joker may have to be expelled from the
group if his or her behavior becomes violent, offensive, illegal, or otherwise
unethical.

Unproductive Roles

There are some negative roles in group communication that do not primarily
function to divert attention away from the group’s task to a specific group member.
Instead, these unproductive roles25 just prevent or make it more difficult for the
group to make progress. These roles include the blocker, withdrawer, aggressor,
and doormat.

Blocker

The blocker intentionally or unintentionally keeps things from getting done in the
group. Intentionally, a person may suggest that the group look into a matter further
or explore another option before making a final decision even though the group has
already thoroughly considered the matter. They may cite a procedural rule or
suggest that input be sought from additional people in order to delay progress.
Behaviors that lead to more information gathering can be good for the group, but
when they are unnecessary they are blocking behaviors. Unintentionally, a group
member may set blocking behaviors into motion by missing a meeting or not
getting his or her work done on time. People can also block progress by playing the
airhead role, which is the opposite of the egghead role discussed earlier. An
airhead26 skirts his or her responsibilities by claiming ignorance when he or she
actually understands or intentionally performs poorly on a task so the other group
members question his or her intellectual abilities to handle other tasks.John F.
Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in Small Groups: Theory, Practice, Skills,

25. Negative group roles that
prevent or make it more
difficult for the group to make
progress. These roles include
the blocker, withdrawer,
aggressor, and doormat.

26. A person who skirts his or her
responsibilities by claiming
ignorance when he or she
actually understands or
intentionally performs poorly
on a task so the other group
members question his or her
intellectual abilities to handle
other tasks.
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A blocker prevents the group
from progressing toward the
completion of its task by creating
barriers, suggesting unnecessary
work, or avoiding group
members.
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5th ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1999), 142. Since exhibiting airhead behaviors
gets a person out of performing tasks, they can also be a tactic of a withdrawer,
which we will discuss next.

Withdrawer

A withdrawer mentally and/or physically removes
herself or himself from group activities and only
participates when forced to. When groups exceed five
members, the likelihood of having a member exhibit
withdrawer behaviors increases. For example, a member
may attend meetings and seemingly pay attention but
not contribute to discussions or not volunteer to take on
tasks, instead waiting on other members to volunteer
first. Withdrawers are often responsible for the social
loafing that makes other group members dread group
work. A member may also avoid eye contact with other
group members, sit apart from the group, or orient his
or her body away from the group to avoid participation.
Withdrawers generally do not exhibit active listening
behaviors. At the extreme, a group member may stop
attending group meetings completely. Adopting a problem-solving model that
requires equal participation, starting to build social cohesion early, and choosing a
meeting space and seating arrangement that encourages interactivity can help
minimize withdrawing behaviors. Gatekeepers, supporters, and group leaders can
also intervene after early signs of withdrawing to try to reengage the group
member.

Aggressor

An aggressor exhibits negative behaviors such as putting others’ ideas down,
attacking others personally when they feel confronted or insecure, competing
unnecessarily to “win” at the expense of others within the group, and being
outspoken to the point of distraction. An aggressor’s behaviors can quickly cross
the fine line between being abrasive or dominant and being unethical. For example,
a person vigorously defending a position that is relevant and valid is different from
a person who claims others’ ideas are stupid but has nothing to contribute. As with
most behaviors, the aggressor’s fall into a continuum based on their intensity. On
the more benign end of the continuum is assertive behavior, toward the middle is
aggressive behavior, and on the unethical side is bullying behavior. At their worst,
an aggressor’s behaviors can lead to shouting matches or even physical violence
within a group. Establishing group rules and norms that set up a safe climate for
discussion and include mechanisms for temporarily or permanently removing a
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group member who violates that safe space may proactively prevent such
behaviors.

Doormat

While we all need to take one for the team sometimes or compromise for the sake of
the group, the doormat is a person who is chronically submissive to the point that it
hurts the group’s progress.John F. Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in
Small Groups: Theory, Practice, Skills, 5th ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1999), 142.
Doormat behaviors include quickly giving in when challenged, self-criticism, and
claims of inadequacy. Some people who exhibit doormat behaviors may have
difficulty being self-assured and assertive, may be conflict avoidant, or may even
feel that their behaviors will make other group members like them. Other people
play the martyr and make sure to publicly note their “sacrifices” for the group,
hoping to elicit praise or attention. If their sacrifices aren’t recognized, they may
engage in further negative behaviors such as whining and/or insecure compliment
seeking.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Task-related group roles and behaviors contribute directly to the
group’s completion of a task or the achievement of its goal. These roles
typically serve leadership, informational, or procedural functions and
include the following: task leader, expediter, information provider,
information seeker, gatekeeper, and recorder.

• Maintenance group roles and behaviors function to create and maintain
social cohesion and fulfill the interpersonal needs of the group
members. To perform these role behaviors, a person needs strong and
sensitive interpersonal skills. These roles include social-emotional
leader, supporter, tension releaser, harmonizer, and interpreter.

• Negative role behaviors delay or distract the group. Self-centered role
behaviors are those that seek to divert the group’s attention to the
group member exhibiting the behavior. These roles include central
negative, monopolizer, stage hog, egghead, self-confessor, and insecure
compliment seeker. Unproductive role behaviors prevent or make it
difficult for the group to make progress. These roles include blocker,
withdrawer, aggressor, and doormat.
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EXERCISES

1. Which of the task-related roles do you think has the greatest potential
of going wrong and causing conflict within the group and why?

2. Which maintenance role do you think you’ve performed the best in
previous group experiences? How did your communication and
behaviors help you perform the role’s functions? Which maintenance
role have you had the most difficulty or least interest in performing?
Why?

3. Describe a situation in which you have witnessed a person playing one of
the self-centered roles in a group. How did the person communicate?
What were the effects? Now describe a situation in which you have
witnessed a person playing one of the unproductive roles in a group.
How did the person communicate? What were the effects?
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14.3 Problem Solving and Decision Making in Groups

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Discuss the common components and characteristics of problems.
2. Explain the five steps of the group problem-solving process.
3. Describe the brainstorming and discussion that should take place before

the group makes a decision.
4. Compare and contrast the different decision-making techniques.
5. Discuss the various influences on decision making.

Although the steps of problem solving and decision making that we will discuss
next may seem obvious, we often don’t think to or choose not to use them. Instead,
we start working on a problem and later realize we are lost and have to backtrack.
I’m sure we’ve all reached a point in a project or task and had the “OK, now what?”
moment. I’ve recently taken up some carpentry projects as a functional hobby, and
I have developed a great respect for the importance of advanced planning. It’s
frustrating to get to a crucial point in building or fixing something only to realize
that you have to unscrew a support board that you already screwed in, have to
drive back to the hardware store to get something that you didn’t think to get
earlier, or have to completely start over. In this section, we will discuss the group
problem-solving process, methods of decision making, and influences on these
processes.

Group Problem Solving

The problem-solving process involves thoughts, discussions, actions, and decisions
that occur from the first consideration of a problematic situation to the goal. The
problems that groups face are varied, but some common problems include
budgeting funds, raising funds, planning events, addressing customer or citizen
complaints, creating or adapting products or services to fit needs, supporting
members, and raising awareness about issues or causes.

Problems of all sorts have three common components:Katherine Adams and
Gloria G. Galanes, Communicating in Groups: Applications and Skills, 7th ed. (Boston,
MA: McGraw-Hill, 2009), 220–21.

1. An undesirable situation. When conditions are desirable, there isn’t a
problem.
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2. A desired situation. Even though it may only be a vague idea, there is
a drive to better the undesirable situation. The vague idea may develop
into a more precise goal that can be achieved, although solutions are
not yet generated.

3. Obstacles between undesirable and desirable situation. These are
things that stand in the way between the current situation and the
group’s goal of addressing it. This component of a problem requires the
most work, and it is the part where decision making occurs. Some
examples of obstacles include limited funding, resources, personnel,
time, or information. Obstacles can also take the form of people who
are working against the group, including people resistant to change or
people who disagree.

Discussion of these three elements of a problem helps the group tailor its problem-
solving process, as each problem will vary. While these three general elements are
present in each problem, the group should also address specific characteristics of
the problem. Five common and important characteristics to consider are task
difficulty, number of possible solutions, group member interest in problem, group
member familiarity with problem, and the need for solution acceptance.Katherine
Adams and Gloria G. Galanes, Communicating in Groups: Applications and Skills, 7th ed.
(Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill, 2009), 222–23.

1. Task difficulty. Difficult tasks are also typically more complex. Groups
should be prepared to spend time researching and discussing a difficult
and complex task in order to develop a shared foundational
knowledge. This typically requires individual work outside of the
group and frequent group meetings to share information.

2. Number of possible solutions. There are usually multiple ways to
solve a problem or complete a task, but some problems have more
potential solutions than others. Figuring out how to prepare a beach
house for an approaching hurricane is fairly complex and difficult, but
there are still a limited number of things to do—for example, taping
and boarding up windows; turning off water, electricity, and gas;
trimming trees; and securing loose outside objects. Other problems
may be more creatively based. For example, designing a new
restaurant may entail using some standard solutions but could also
entail many different types of innovation with layout and design.

3. Group member interest in problem. When group members are
interested in the problem, they will be more engaged with the
problem-solving process and invested in finding a quality solution.
Groups with high interest in and knowledge about the problem may
want more freedom to develop and implement solutions, while groups
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Group problem solving can be a
confusing puzzle unless it is
approached systematically.
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with low interest may prefer a leader who provides structure and
direction.

4. Group familiarity with problem. Some groups encounter a problem
regularly, while other problems are more unique or unexpected. A
family who has lived in hurricane alley for decades probably has a
better idea of how to prepare its house for a hurricane than does a
family that just recently moved from the Midwest. Many groups that
rely on funding have to revisit a budget every year, and in recent
years, groups have had to get more creative with budgets as funding
has been cut in nearly every sector. When group members aren’t
familiar with a problem, they will need to do background research on
what similar groups have done and may also need to bring in outside
experts.

5. Need for solution acceptance. In this step, groups must consider how
many people the decision will affect and how much “buy-in” from
others the group needs in order for their solution to be successfully
implemented. Some small groups have many stakeholders on whom
the success of a solution depends. Other groups are answerable only to
themselves. When a small group is planning on building a new park in
a crowded neighborhood or implementing a new policy in a large
business, it can be very difficult to develop solutions that will be
accepted by all. In such cases, groups will want to poll those who will
be affected by the solution and may want to do a pilot implementation
to see how people react. Imposing an excellent solution that doesn’t
have buy-in from stakeholders can still lead to failure.

Group Problem-Solving Process

There are several variations of similar problem-solving
models based on US American scholar John Dewey’s
reflective thinking process.Ernest G. Bormann and
Nancy C. Bormann, Effective Small Group Communication,
4th ed. (Santa Rosa, CA: Burgess CA, 1988), 112–13. As
you read through the steps in the process, think about
how you can apply what we learned regarding the
general and specific elements of problems. Some of the
following steps are straightforward, and they are things
we would logically do when faced with a problem.
However, taking a deliberate and systematic approach
to problem solving has been shown to benefit group
functioning and performance. A deliberate approach is
especially beneficial for groups that do not have an established history of working
together and will only be able to meet occasionally. Although a group should attend
to each step of the process, group leaders or other group members who facilitate
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problem solving should be cautious not to dogmatically follow each element of the
process or force a group along. Such a lack of flexibility could limit group member
input and negatively affect the group’s cohesion and climate.

Step 1: Define the Problem

Define the problem by considering the three elements shared by every problem: the
current undesirable situation, the goal or more desirable situation, and obstacles in
the way.Katherine Adams and Gloria G. Galanes, Communicating in Groups:
Applications and Skills, 7th ed. (Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill, 2009), 229. At this stage,
group members share what they know about the current situation, without
proposing solutions or evaluating the information. Here are some good questions to
ask during this stage: What is the current difficulty? How did we come to know that
the difficulty exists? Who/what is involved? Why is it meaningful/urgent/
important? What have the effects been so far? What, if any, elements of the
difficulty require clarification? At the end of this stage, the group should be able to
compose a single sentence that summarizes the problem called a problem
statement27. Avoid wording in the problem statement or question that hints at
potential solutions. A small group formed to investigate ethical violations of city
officials could use the following problem statement: “Our state does not currently
have a mechanism for citizens to report suspected ethical violations by city
officials.”

Step 2: Analyze the Problem

During this step a group should analyze the problem and the group’s relationship to
the problem. Whereas the first step involved exploring the “what” related to the
problem, this step focuses on the “why.” At this stage, group members can discuss
the potential causes of the difficulty. Group members may also want to begin
setting out an agenda or timeline for the group’s problem-solving process, looking
forward to the other steps. To fully analyze the problem, the group can discuss the
five common problem variables discussed before. Here are two examples of
questions that the group formed to address ethics violations might ask: Why doesn’t
our city have an ethics reporting mechanism? Do cities of similar size have such a
mechanism? Once the problem has been analyzed, the group can pose a problem
question28 that will guide the group as it generates possible solutions. “How can
citizens report suspected ethical violations of city officials and how will such
reports be processed and addressed?” As you can see, the problem question is more
complex than the problem statement, since the group has moved on to more in-
depth discussion of the problem during step 2.

27. A single sentence that
summarizes the problem facing
the group.

28. A question that will guide the
group as it generates possible
solutions.

Chapter 14 Leadership, Roles, and Problem Solving in Groups

14.3 Problem Solving and Decision Making in Groups 831



Step 3: Generate Possible Solutions

During this step, group members generate possible solutions to the problem. Again,
solutions should not be evaluated at this point, only proposed and clarified. The
question should be what could we do to address this problem, not what should we do
to address it. It is perfectly OK for a group member to question another person’s
idea by asking something like “What do you mean?” or “Could you explain your
reasoning more?” Discussions at this stage may reveal a need to return to previous
steps to better define or more fully analyze a problem. Since many problems are
multifaceted, it is necessary for group members to generate solutions for each part
of the problem separately, making sure to have multiple solutions for each part.
Stopping the solution-generating process prematurely can lead to groupthink. For
the problem question previously posed, the group would need to generate solutions
for all three parts of the problem included in the question. Possible solutions for the
first part of the problem (How can citizens report ethical violations?) may include
“online reporting system, e-mail, in-person, anonymously, on-the-record,” and so
on. Possible solutions for the second part of the problem (How will reports be
processed?) may include “daily by a newly appointed ethics officer, weekly by a
nonpartisan nongovernment employee,” and so on. Possible solutions for the third
part of the problem (How will reports be addressed?) may include “by a newly
appointed ethics commission, by the accused’s supervisor, by the city manager,”
and so on.

Step 4: Evaluate Solutions

During this step, solutions can be critically evaluated based on their credibility,
completeness, and worth. Once the potential solutions have been narrowed based
on more obvious differences in relevance and/or merit, the group should analyze
each solution based on its potential effects—especially negative effects. Groups that
are required to report the rationale for their decision or whose decisions may be
subject to public scrutiny would be wise to make a set list of criteria for evaluating
each solution. Additionally, solutions can be evaluated based on how well they fit
with the group’s charge and the abilities of the group. To do this, group members
may ask, “Does this solution live up to the original purpose or mission of the
group?” and “Can the solution actually be implemented with our current resources
and connections?” and “How will this solution be supported, funded, enforced, and
assessed?” Secondary tensions and substantive conflict, two concepts discussed
earlier, emerge during this step of problem solving, and group members will need
to employ effective critical thinking and listening skills.

Decision making is part of the larger process of problem solving and it plays a
prominent role in this step. While there are several fairly similar models for
problem solving, there are many varied decision-making techniques that groups
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Once a solution has been reached
and the group has the “green
light” to implement it, it should
proceed deliberately and

can use. For example, to narrow the list of proposed solutions, group members may
decide by majority vote, by weighing the pros and cons, or by discussing them until
a consensus is reached. There are also more complex decision-making models like
the “six hats method,” which we will discuss later. Once the final decision is
reached, the group leader or facilitator should confirm that the group is in
agreement. It may be beneficial to let the group break for a while or even to delay
the final decision until a later meeting to allow people time to evaluate it outside of
the group context.

Step 5: Implement and Assess the Solution

Implementing the solution requires some advanced planning, and it should not be
rushed unless the group is operating under strict time restraints or delay may lead
to some kind of harm. Although some solutions can be implemented immediately,
others may take days, months, or years. As was noted earlier, it may be beneficial
for groups to poll those who will be affected by the solution as to their opinion of it
or even to do a pilot test to observe the effectiveness of the solution and how people
react to it. Before implementation, groups should also determine how and when
they would assess the effectiveness of the solution by asking, “How will we know if
the solution is working or not?” Since solution assessment will vary based on
whether or not the group is disbanded, groups should also consider the following
questions: If the group disbands after implementation, who will be responsible for
assessing the solution? If the solution fails, will the same group reconvene or will a
new group be formed?

Certain elements of the solution may need to be
delegated out to various people inside and outside the
group. Group members may also be assigned to
implement a particular part of the solution based on
their role in the decision making or because it connects
to their area of expertise. Likewise, group members may
be tasked with publicizing the solution or “selling” it to
a particular group of stakeholders. Last, the group
should consider its future. In some cases, the group will
get to decide if it will stay together and continue
working on other tasks or if it will disband. In other
cases, outside forces determine the group’s fate.
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cautiously, making sure to
consider possible consequences
and address them as needed.
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“Getting Competent”

Problem Solving and Group Presentations

Giving a group presentation requires that individual group members and the
group as a whole solve many problems and make many decisions. Although
having more people involved in a presentation increases logistical difficulties
and has the potential to create more conflict, a well-prepared and well-
delivered group presentation can be more engaging and effective than a typical
presentation. The main problems facing a group giving a presentation are (1)
dividing responsibilities, (2) coordinating schedules and time management, and
(3) working out the logistics of the presentation delivery.

In terms of dividing responsibilities, assigning individual work at the first
meeting and then trying to fit it all together before the presentation (which is
what many college students do when faced with a group project) is not the
recommended method. Integrating content and visual aids created by several
different people into a seamless final product takes time and effort, and the
person “stuck” with this job at the end usually ends up developing some
resentment toward his or her group members. While it’s OK for group members
to do work independently outside of group meetings, spend time working
together to help set up some standards for content and formatting expectations
that will help make later integration of work easier. Taking the time to
complete one part of the presentation together can help set those standards for
later individual work. Discuss the roles that various group members will play
openly so there isn’t role confusion. There could be one point person for
keeping track of the group’s progress and schedule, one point person for
communication, one point person for content integration, one point person for
visual aids, and so on. Each person shouldn’t do all that work on his or her own
but help focus the group’s attention on his or her specific area during group
meetings.Chaunce Stanton, “How to Deliver Group Presentations: The Unified
Team Approach,” Six Minutes Speaking and Presentation Skills, November 3, 2009,
accessed August 28, 2012, http://sixminutes.dlugan.com/group-presentations-
unified-team-approach.

Scheduling group meetings is one of the most challenging problems groups
face, given people’s busy lives. From the beginning, it should be clearly
communicated that the group needs to spend considerable time in face-to-face
meetings, and group members should know that they may have to make an
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occasional sacrifice to attend. Especially important is the commitment to
scheduling time to rehearse the presentation. Consider creating a contract of
group guidelines that includes expectations for meeting attendance to increase
group members’ commitment.

Group presentations require members to navigate many logistics of their
presentation. While it may be easier for a group to assign each member to
create a five-minute segment and then transition from one person to the next,
this is definitely not the most engaging method. Creating a master presentation
and then assigning individual speakers creates a more fluid and dynamic
presentation and allows everyone to become familiar with the content, which
can help if a person doesn’t show up to present and during the question-and-
answer section. Once the content of the presentation is complete, figure out
introductions, transitions, visual aids, and the use of time and space.Chaunce
Stanton, “How to Deliver Group Presentations: The Unified Team Approach,”
Six Minutes Speaking and Presentation Skills, November 3, 2009, accessed August
28, 2012, http://sixminutes.dlugan.com/group-presentations-unified-team-
approach. In terms of introductions, figure out if one person will introduce all
the speakers at the beginning, if speakers will introduce themselves at the
beginning, or if introductions will occur as the presentation progresses. In
terms of transitions, make sure each person has included in his or her speaking
notes when presentation duties switch from one person to the next. Visual aids
have the potential to cause hiccups in a group presentation if they aren’t fluidly
integrated. Practicing with visual aids and having one person control them may
help prevent this. Know how long your presentation is and know how you’re
going to use the space. Presenters should know how long the whole
presentation should be and how long each of their segments should be so that
everyone can share the responsibility of keeping time. Also consider the size
and layout of the presentation space. You don’t want presenters huddled in a
corner until it’s their turn to speak or trapped behind furniture when their
turn comes around.

1. Of the three main problems facing group presenters, which do you
think is the most challenging and why?

2. Why do you think people tasked with a group presentation
(especially students) prefer to divide the parts up and have
members work on them independently before coming back
together and integrating each part? What problems emerge from
this method? In what ways might developing a master
presentation and then assigning parts to different speakers be
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better than the more divided method? What are the drawbacks to
the master presentation method?

Decision Making in Groups

We all engage in personal decision making daily, and we all know that some
decisions are more difficult than others. When we make decisions in groups, we face
some challenges that we do not face in our personal decision making, but we also
stand to benefit from some advantages of group decision making.Rodney W. Napier
and Matti K. Gershenfeld, Groups: Theory and Experience, 7th ed. (Boston, MA:
Houghton Mifflin, 2004), 292. Group decision making can appear fair and
democratic but really only be a gesture that covers up the fact that certain group
members or the group leader have already decided. Group decision making also
takes more time than individual decisions and can be burdensome if some group
members do not do their assigned work, divert the group with self-centered or
unproductive role behaviors, or miss meetings. Conversely, though, group decisions
are often more informed, since all group members develop a shared understanding
of a problem through discussion and debate. The shared understanding may also be
more complex and deep than what an individual would develop, because the group
members are exposed to a variety of viewpoints that can broaden their own
perspectives. Group decisions also benefit from synergy, one of the key advantages
of group communication that we discussed earlier. Most groups do not use a
specific method of decision making, perhaps thinking that they’ll work things out
as they go. This can lead to unequal participation, social loafing, premature
decisions, prolonged discussion, and a host of other negative consequences. So in
this section we will learn some practices that will prepare us for good decision
making and some specific techniques we can use to help us reach a final decision.

Brainstorming before Decision Making

Before groups can make a decision, they need to generate possible solutions to their
problem. The most commonly used method is brainstorming, although most people
don’t follow the recommended steps of brainstorming. As you’ll recall,
brainstorming refers to the quick generation of ideas free of evaluation. The
originator of the term brainstorming said the following four rules must be followed
for the technique to be effective:Alex F. Osborn, Applied Imagination (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959).

1. Evaluation of ideas is forbidden.
2. Wild and crazy ideas are encouraged.
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3. Quantity of ideas, not quality, is the goal.
4. New combinations of ideas presented are encouraged.

To make brainstorming more of a decision-making method rather than an idea-
generating method, group communication scholars have suggested additional steps
that precede and follow brainstorming.John F. Cragan and David W. Wright,
Communication in Small Group Discussions: An Integrated Approach, 3rd ed. (St. Paul,
MN: West Publishing, 1991), 77–78.

1. Do a warm-up brainstorming session. Some people are more
apprehensive about publicly communicating their ideas than others
are, and a warm-up session can help ease apprehension and prime
group members for task-related idea generation. The warm-up can be
initiated by anyone in the group and should only go on for a few
minutes. To get things started, a person could ask, “If our group
formed a band, what would we be called?” or “What other purposes
could a mailbox serve?” In the previous examples, the first warm up
gets the group’s more abstract creative juices flowing, while the second
focuses more on practical and concrete ideas.

2. Do the actual brainstorming session. This session shouldn’t last
more than thirty minutes and should follow the four rules of
brainstorming mentioned previously. To ensure that the fourth rule is
realized, the facilitator could encourage people to piggyback off each
other’s ideas.

3. Eliminate duplicate ideas. After the brainstorming session is over,
group members can eliminate (without evaluating) ideas that are the
same or very similar.

4. Clarify, organize, and evaluate ideas. Before evaluation, see if any
ideas need clarification. Then try to theme or group ideas together in
some orderly fashion. Since “wild and crazy” ideas are encouraged,
some suggestions may need clarification. If it becomes clear that there
isn’t really a foundation to an idea and that it is too vague or abstract
and can’t be clarified, it may be eliminated. As a caution though, it may
be wise to not throw out off-the-wall ideas that are hard to categorize
and to instead put them in a miscellaneous or “wild and crazy”
category.

Discussion before Decision Making

The nominal group technique29 guides decision making through a four-step
process that includes idea generation and evaluation and seeks to elicit equal
contributions from all group members.Andre L. Delbecq and Andrew H. Ven de Ven,
“A Group Process Model for Problem Identification and Program Planning,” The

29. A discussion method that
guides decision making
through a four-step process
that includes idea generation
and evaluation and seeks to
elicit equal contributions from
all group members.
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Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 7, no. 4 (1971): 466–92. This method is useful
because the procedure involves all group members systematically, which fixes the
problem of uneven participation during discussions. Since everyone contributes to
the discussion, this method can also help reduce instances of social loafing. To use
the nominal group technique, do the following:

1. Silently and individually list ideas.
2. Create a master list of ideas.
3. Clarify ideas as needed.
4. Take a secret vote to rank group members’ acceptance of ideas.

During the first step, have group members work quietly, in the same space, to write
down every idea they have to address the task or problem they face. This shouldn’t
take more than twenty minutes. Whoever is facilitating the discussion should
remind group members to use brainstorming techniques, which means they
shouldn’t evaluate ideas as they are generated. Ask group members to remain silent
once they’ve finished their list so they do not distract others.

During the second step, the facilitator goes around the group in a consistent order
asking each person to share one idea at a time. As the idea is shared, the facilitator
records it on a master list that everyone can see. Keep track of how many times
each idea comes up, as that could be an idea that warrants more discussion.
Continue this process until all the ideas have been shared. As a note to facilitators,
some group members may begin to edit their list or self-censor when asked to
provide one of their ideas. To limit a person’s apprehension with sharing his or her
ideas and to ensure that each idea is shared, I have asked group members to
exchange lists with someone else so they can share ideas from the list they receive
without fear of being personally judged.

During step three, the facilitator should note that group members can now ask for
clarification on ideas on the master list. Do not let this discussion stray into
evaluation of ideas. To help avoid an unnecessarily long discussion, it may be useful
to go from one person to the next to ask which ideas need clarifying and then go to
the originator(s) of the idea in question for clarification.

During the fourth step, members use a voting ballot to rank the acceptability of the
ideas on the master list. If the list is long, you may ask group members to rank only
their top five or so choices. The facilitator then takes up the secret ballots and
reviews them in a random order, noting the rankings of each idea. Ideally, the
highest ranked idea can then be discussed and decided on. The nominal group
technique does not carry a group all the way through to the point of decision;
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Majority rule is a simple method
of decision making based on
voting. In most cases a majority
is considered half plus one.
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rather, it sets the group up for a roundtable discussion or use of some other method
to evaluate the merits of the top ideas.

Specific Decision-Making Techniques

Some decision-making techniques involve determining a course of action based on
the level of agreement among the group members. These methods include majority,
expert, authority, and consensus rule. Table 14.1 "Pros and Cons of Agreement-
Based Decision-Making Techniques" reviews the pros and cons of each of these
methods.

Majority rule30 is a commonly used decision-making
technique in which a majority (one-half plus one) must
agree before a decision is made. A show-of-hands vote, a
paper ballot, or an electronic voting system can
determine the majority choice. Many decision-making
bodies, including the US House of Representatives,
Senate, and Supreme Court, use majority rule to make
decisions, which shows that it is often associated with
democratic decision making, since each person gets one
vote and each vote counts equally. Of course, other
individuals and mediated messages can influence a
person’s vote, but since the voting power is spread out
over all group members, it is not easy for one person or
party to take control of the decision-making process. In
some cases—for example, to override a presidential veto
or to amend the constitution—a super majority of two-
thirds may be required to make a decision.

Minority rule31 is a decision-making technique in which a designated authority or
expert has final say over a decision and may or may not consider the input of other
group members. When a designated expert makes a decision by minority rule, there
may be buy-in from others in the group, especially if the members of the group
didn’t have relevant knowledge or expertise. When a designated authority makes
decisions, buy-in will vary based on group members’ level of respect for the
authority. For example, decisions made by an elected authority may be more
accepted by those who elected him or her than by those who didn’t. As with
majority rule, this technique can be time saving. Unlike majority rule, one person
or party can have control over the decision-making process. This type of decision
making is more similar to that used by monarchs and dictators. An obvious negative
consequence of this method is that the needs or wants of one person can override
the needs and wants of the majority. A minority deciding for the majority has led to
negative consequences throughout history. The white Afrikaner minority that ruled

30. A decision-making technique
in which a majority of one-half
plus one must agree before a
decision is made.

31. A decision-making technique
in which a designated
authority or expert has final
say over a decision and may or
may not consider the input of
other group members.
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South Africa for decades instituted apartheid, which was a system of racial
segregation that disenfranchised and oppressed the majority population. The
quality of the decision and its fairness really depends on the designated expert or
authority.

Consensus rule32 is a decision-making technique in which all members of the group
must agree on the same decision. On rare occasions, a decision may be ideal for all
group members, which can lead to unanimous agreement without further debate
and discussion. Although this can be positive, be cautious that this isn’t a sign of
groupthink. More typically, consensus is reached only after lengthy discussion. On
the plus side, consensus often leads to high-quality decisions due to the time and
effort it takes to get everyone in agreement. Group members are also more likely to
be committed to the decision because of their investment in reaching it. On the
negative side, the ultimate decision is often one that all group members can live
with but not one that’s ideal for all members. Additionally, the process of arriving
at consensus also includes conflict, as people debate ideas and negotiate the
interpersonal tensions that may result.

Table 14.1 Pros and Cons of Agreement-Based Decision-Making Techniques

Decision-
Making

Technique
Pros Cons

Majority
rule

• Quick
• Efficient in large

groups
• Each vote counts

equally

• Close decisions (5–4)
may reduce internal and
external “buy-in”

• Doesn’t take advantage
of group synergy to
develop alternatives that
more members can
support

• Minority may feel
alienated

Minority
rule by
expert

• Quick
• Decision quality

is better than
what less

• Expertise must be
verified

• Experts can be difficult
to find / pay for

32. A decision-making technique
in which all members of the
group must agree on the same
decision.
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Decision-
Making

Technique
Pros Cons

knowledgeable
people could
produce

• Experts are
typically
objective and less
easy to influence

• Group members may feel
useless

Minority
rule by
authority

• Quick
• Buy-in could be

high if authority
is respected

• Authority may not be
seen as legitimate,
leading to less buy-in

• Group members may try
to sway the authority or
compete for his or her
attention

• Unethical authorities
could make decisions
that benefit them and
harm group members

Consensus
rule

• High-quality
decisions due to
time invested

• Higher level of
commitment
because of
participation in
decision

• Satisfaction with
decision because
of shared
agreement

• Time consuming
• Difficult to manage idea

and personal conflict
that can emerge as ideas
are debated

• Decision may be OK but
not ideal

Chapter 14 Leadership, Roles, and Problem Solving in Groups

14.3 Problem Solving and Decision Making in Groups 842



“Getting Critical”

Six Hats Method of Decision Making

Edward de Bono developed the Six Hats method of thinking in the late 1980s,
and it has since become a regular feature in decision-making training in
business and professional contexts.Edward de Bono, Six Thinking Hats (Boston,
MA: Little, Brown, 1985). The method’s popularity lies in its ability to help
people get out of habitual ways of thinking and to allow group members to play
different roles and see a problem or decision from multiple points of view. The
basic idea is that each of the six hats represents a different way of thinking, and
when we figuratively switch hats, we switch the way we think. The hats and
their style of thinking are as follows:

• White hat. Objective—focuses on seeking information such as data
and facts and then processes that information in a neutral way.

• Red hat. Emotional—uses intuition, gut reactions, and feelings to
judge information and suggestions.

• Black hat. Negative—focuses on potential risks, points out
possibilities for failure, and evaluates information cautiously and
defensively.

• Yellow hat. Positive—is optimistic about suggestions and future
outcomes, gives constructive and positive feedback, points out
benefits and advantages.

• Green hat. Creative—tries to generate new ideas and solutions,
thinks “outside the box.”

• Blue hat. Philosophical—uses metacommunication to organize and
reflect on the thinking and communication taking place in the
group, facilitates who wears what hat and when group members
change hats.

Specific sequences or combinations of hats can be used to encourage strategic
thinking. For example, the group leader may start off wearing the Blue Hat and
suggest that the group start their decision-making process with some “White
Hat thinking” in order to process through facts and other available
information. During this stage, the group could also process through what
other groups have done when faced with a similar problem. Then the leader
could begin an evaluation sequence starting with two minutes of “Yellow Hat
thinking” to identify potential positive outcomes, then “Black Hat thinking” to
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allow group members to express reservations about ideas and point out
potential problems, then “Red Hat thinking” to get people’s gut reactions to the
previous discussion, then “Green Hat thinking” to identify other possible
solutions that are more tailored to the group’s situation or completely new
approaches. At the end of a sequence, the Blue Hat would want to summarize
what was said and begin a new sequence. To successfully use this method, the
person wearing the Blue Hat should be familiar with different sequences and
plan some of the thinking patterns ahead of time based on the problem and the
group members. Each round of thinking should be limited to a certain time
frame (two to five minutes) to keep the discussion moving.

1. This decision-making method has been praised because it allows
group members to “switch gears” in their thinking and allows for
role playing, which lets people express ideas more freely. How can
this help enhance critical thinking? Which combination of hats do
you think would be best for a critical thinking sequence?

2. What combinations of hats might be useful if the leader wanted to
break the larger group up into pairs and why? For example, what
kind of thinking would result from putting Yellow and Red
together, Black and White together, or Red and White together,
and so on?

3. Based on your preferred ways of thinking and your personality,
which hat would be the best fit for you? Which would be the most
challenging? Why?

Influences on Decision Making

Many factors influence the decision-making process. For example, how might a
group’s independence or access to resources affect the decisions they make? What
potential advantages and disadvantages come with decisions made by groups that
are more or less similar in terms of personality and cultural identities? In this
section, we will explore how situational, personality, and cultural influences affect
decision making in groups.

Situational Influences on Decision Making

A group’s situational context affects decision making. One key situational element is
the degree of freedom that the group has to make its own decisions, secure its own
resources, and initiate its own actions. Some groups have to go through multiple
approval processes before they can do anything, while others are self-directed, self-
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The urgency of a decision can
have a major influence on the
decision-making process. As a
situation becomes more urgent, it
requires more specific decision-
making methods and types of
communication.
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governing, and self-sustaining. Another situational influence is uncertainty. In
general, groups deal with more uncertainty in decision making than do individuals
because of the increased number of variables that comes with adding more people
to a situation. Individual group members can’t know what other group members are
thinking, whether or not they are doing their work, and how committed they are to
the group. So the size of a group is a powerful situational influence, as it adds to
uncertainty and complicates communication.

Access to information also influences a group. First, the nature of the group’s task
or problem affects its ability to get information. Group members can more easily
make decisions about a problem when other groups have similarly experienced it.
Even if the problem is complex and serious, the group can learn from other
situations and apply what it learns. Second, the group must have access to flows of
information. Access to archives, electronic databases, and individuals with relevant
experience is necessary to obtain any relevant information about similar problems
or to do research on a new or unique problem. In this regard, group members’
formal and information network connections also become important situational
influences.

The origin and urgency of a problem are also situational
factors that influence decision making. In terms of
origin, problems usually occur in one of four ways:

1. Something goes wrong. Group members
must decide how to fix or stop something.
Example—a firehouse crew finds out that
half of the building is contaminated with
mold and must be closed down.

2. Expectations change or increase. Group
members must innovate more efficient or
effective ways of doing something.
Example—a firehouse crew finds out that
the district they are responsible for is being
expanded.

3. Something goes wrong and expectations
change or increase. Group members must
fix/stop and become more efficient/
effective. Example—the firehouse crew has to close half the building
and must start responding to more calls due to the expanding district.

4. The problem existed from the beginning. Group members must go
back to the origins of the situation and walk through and analyze the
steps again to decide what can be done differently. Example—a
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firehouse crew has consistently had to work with minimal resources in
terms of building space and firefighting tools.

In each of the cases, the need for a decision may be more or less urgent depending
on how badly something is going wrong, how high the expectations have been
raised, or the degree to which people are fed up with a broken system. Decisions
must be made in situations ranging from crisis level to mundane.

Personality Influences on Decision Making

A long-studied typology of value orientations that affect decision making consists of
the following types of decision maker: the economic, the aesthetic, the theoretical,
the social, the political, and the religious.Eduard Spranger, Types of Men (New York:
Steckert, 1928).

• The economic decision maker makes decisions based on what is
practical and useful.

• The aesthetic decision maker makes decisions based on form and
harmony, desiring a solution that is elegant and in sync with the
surroundings.

• The theoretical decision maker wants to discover the truth through
rationality.

• The social decision maker emphasizes the personal impact of a decision
and sympathizes with those who may be affected by it.

• The political decision maker is interested in power and influence and
views people and/or property as divided into groups that have
different value.

• The religious decision maker seeks to identify with a larger purpose,
works to unify others under that goal, and commits to a viewpoint,
often denying one side and being dedicated to the other.

In the United States, economic, political, and theoretical decision making tend to be
more prevalent decision-making orientations, which likely corresponds to the
individualistic cultural orientation with its emphasis on competition and efficiency.
But situational context, as we discussed before, can also influence our decision
making.
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Personality affects decision
making. For example, “economic”
decision makers decide based on
what is practical and useful.
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The personalities of group members, especially leaders
and other active members, affect the climate of the
group. Group member personalities can be categorized
based on where they fall on a continuum anchored by
the following descriptors: dominant/submissive,
friendly/unfriendly, and instrumental/emotional.John
F. Cragan and David W. Wright, Communication in Small
Groups: Theory, Practice, Skills, 5th ed. (Belmont, CA:
Wadsworth, 1999), 139. The more group members there
are in any extreme of these categories, the more likely
that the group climate will also shift to resemble those
characteristics.

• Dominant versus submissive. Group
members that are more dominant act more independently and
directly, initiate conversations, take up more space, make more direct
eye contact, seek leadership positions, and take control over decision-
making processes. More submissive members are reserved, contribute
to the group only when asked to, avoid eye contact, and leave their
personal needs and thoughts unvoiced or give into the suggestions of
others.

• Friendly versus unfriendly. Group members on the friendly side of
the continuum find a balance between talking and listening, don’t try
to win at the expense of other group members, are flexible but not
weak, and value democratic decision making. Unfriendly group
members are disagreeable, indifferent, withdrawn, and selfish, which
leads them to either not invest in decision making or direct it in their
own interest rather than in the interest of the group.

• Instrumental versus emotional. Instrumental group members are
emotionally neutral, objective, analytical, task-oriented, and
committed followers, which leads them to work hard and contribute to
the group’s decision making as long as it is orderly and follows agreed-
on rules. Emotional group members are creative, playful, independent,
unpredictable, and expressive, which leads them to make rash
decisions, resist group norms or decision-making structures, and
switch often from relational to task focus.

Cultural Context and Decision Making

Just like neighborhoods, schools, and countries, small groups vary in terms of their
degree of similarity and difference. Demographic changes in the United States and
increases in technology that can bring different people together make it more likely
that we will be interacting in more and more heterogeneous groups.Brenda J. Allen,
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Difference Matters: Communicating Social Identity, 2nd ed. (Long Grove, IL: Waveland,
2011), 5. Some small groups are more homogenous, meaning the members are more
similar, and some are more heterogeneous, meaning the members are more
different. Diversity and difference within groups has advantages and disadvantages.
In terms of advantages, research finds that, in general, groups that are culturally
heterogeneous have better overall performance than more homogenous
groups.Beth Bonniwell Haslett and Jenn Ruebush, “What Differences Do Individual
Differences in Groups Make?: The Effects of Individuals, Culture, and Group
Composition,” in The Handbook of Group Communication Theory and Research, ed.
Lawrence R. Frey (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1999), 133. Additionally, when group
members have time to get to know each other and competently communicate
across their differences, the advantages of diversity include better decision making
due to different perspectives.David C. Thomas, “Cultural Diversity and Work Group
Effectiveness: An Experimental Study,” Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 30, no. 2
(1999): 242–63. Unfortunately, groups often operate under time constraints and
other pressures that make the possibility for intercultural dialogue and
understanding difficult. The main disadvantage of heterogeneous groups is the
possibility for conflict, but given that all groups experience conflict, this isn’t solely
due to the presence of diversity. We will now look more specifically at how some of
the cultural value orientations we’ve learned about already in this book can play
out in groups with international diversity and how domestic diversity in terms of
demographics can also influence group decision making.

International Diversity in Group Interactions

Cultural value orientations such as individualism/collectivism, power distance, and
high-/low-context communication styles all manifest on a continuum of
communication behaviors and can influence group decision making. Group
members from individualistic cultures are more likely to value task-oriented,
efficient, and direct communication. This could manifest in behaviors such as
dividing up tasks into individual projects before collaboration begins and then
openly debating ideas during discussion and decision making. Additionally, people
from cultures that value individualism are more likely to openly express dissent
from a decision, essentially expressing their disagreement with the group. Group
members from collectivistic cultures are more likely to value relationships over the
task at hand. Because of this, they also tend to value conformity and face-saving
(often indirect) communication. This could manifest in behaviors such as
establishing norms that include periods of socializing to build relationships before
task-oriented communication like negotiations begin or norms that limit public
disagreement in favor of more indirect communication that doesn’t challenge the
face of other group members or the group’s leader. In a group composed of people
from a collectivistic culture, each member would likely play harmonizing roles,
looking for signs of conflict and resolving them before they become public.
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Power distance can also affect group interactions. Some cultures rank higher on
power-distance scales, meaning they value hierarchy, make decisions based on
status, and believe that people have a set place in society that is fairly
unchangeable. Group members from high-power-distance cultures would likely
appreciate a strong designated leader who exhibits a more directive leadership
style and prefer groups in which members have clear and assigned roles. In a group
that is homogenous in terms of having a high-power-distance orientation, members
with higher status would be able to openly provide information, and those with
lower status may not provide information unless a higher status member explicitly
seeks it from them. Low-power-distance cultures do not place as much value and
meaning on status and believe that all group members can participate in decision
making. Group members from low-power-distance cultures would likely freely
speak their mind during a group meeting and prefer a participative leadership
style.

How much meaning is conveyed through the context surrounding verbal
communication can also affect group communication. Some cultures have a high-
context communication style in which much of the meaning in an interaction is
conveyed through context such as nonverbal cues and silence. Group members
from high-context cultures may avoid saying something directly, assuming that
other group members will understand the intended meaning even if the message is
indirect. So if someone disagrees with a proposed course of action, he or she may
say, “Let’s discuss this tomorrow,” and mean, “I don’t think we should do this.”
Such indirect communication is also a face-saving strategy that is common in
collectivistic cultures. Other cultures have a low-context communication style that
places more importance on the meaning conveyed through words than through
context or nonverbal cues. Group members from low-context cultures often say
what they mean and mean what they say. For example, if someone doesn’t like an
idea, they might say, “I think we should consider more options. This one doesn’t
seem like the best we can do.”

In any of these cases, an individual from one culture operating in a group with
people of a different cultural orientation could adapt to the expectations of the host
culture, especially if that person possesses a high degree of intercultural
communication competence (ICC). Additionally, people with high ICC can also adapt
to a group member with a different cultural orientation than the host culture. Even
though these cultural orientations connect to values that affect our communication
in fairly consistent ways, individuals may exhibit different communication
behaviors depending on their own individual communication style and the
situation.
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Domestic Diversity and Group Communication

While it is becoming more likely that we will interact in small groups with
international diversity, we are guaranteed to interact in groups that are diverse in
terms of the cultural identities found within a single country or the subcultures
found within a larger cultural group.

Gender stereotypes sometimes influence the roles that people play within a group.
For example, the stereotype that women are more nurturing than men may lead
group members (both male and female) to expect that women will play the role of
supporters or harmonizers within the group. Since women have primarily
performed secretarial work since the 1900s, it may also be expected that women
will play the role of recorder. In both of these cases, stereotypical notions of gender
place women in roles that are typically not as valued in group communication. The
opposite is true for men. In terms of leadership, despite notable exceptions,
research shows that men fill an overwhelmingly disproportionate amount of
leadership positions. We are socialized to see certain behaviors by men as indicative
of leadership abilities, even though they may not be. For example, men are often
perceived to contribute more to a group because they tend to speak first when
asked a question or to fill a silence and are perceived to talk more about task-
related matters than relationally oriented matters. Both of these tendencies create
a perception that men are more engaged with the task. Men are also socialized to be
more competitive and self-congratulatory, meaning that their communication may
be seen as dedicated and their behaviors seen as powerful, and that when their
work isn’t noticed they will be more likely to make it known to the group rather
than take silent credit. Even though we know that the relational elements of a
group are crucial for success, even in high-performance teams, that work is not as
valued in our society as the task-related work.

Despite the fact that some communication patterns and behaviors related to our
typical (and stereotypical) gender socialization affect how we interact in and form
perceptions of others in groups, the differences in group communication that used
to be attributed to gender in early group communication research seem to be
diminishing. This is likely due to the changing organizational cultures from which
much group work emerges, which have now had more than sixty years to adjust to
women in the workplace. It is also due to a more nuanced understanding of gender-
based research, which doesn’t take a stereotypical view from the beginning as many
of the early male researchers did. Now, instead of biological sex being assumed as a
factor that creates inherent communication differences, group communication
scholars see that men and women both exhibit a range of behaviors that are more
or less feminine or masculine. It is these gendered behaviors, and not a person’s
gender, that seem to have more of an influence on perceptions of group
communication. Interestingly, group interactions are still masculinist in that male
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and female group members prefer a more masculine communication style for task
leaders and that both males and females in this role are more likely to adapt to a
more masculine communication style. Conversely, men who take on social-
emotional leadership behaviors adopt a more feminine communication style. In
short, it seems that although masculine communication traits are more often
associated with high status positions in groups, both men and women adapt to this
expectation and are evaluated similarly.Beth Bonniwell Haslett and Jenn Ruebush,
“What Differences Do Individual Differences in Groups Make?: The Effects of
Individuals, Culture, and Group Composition,” in The Handbook of Group
Communication Theory and Research, ed. Lawrence R. Frey (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage,
1999), 122.

Other demographic categories are also influential in group communication and
decision making. In general, group members have an easier time communicating
when they are more similar than different in terms of race and age. This ease of
communication can make group work more efficient, but the homogeneity may
sacrifice some creativity. As we learned earlier, groups that are diverse (e.g., they
have members of different races and generations) benefit from the diversity of
perspectives in terms of the quality of decision making and creativity of output.

In terms of age, for the first time since industrialization began, it is common to
have three generations of people (and sometimes four) working side by side in an
organizational setting. Although four generations often worked together in early
factories, they were segregated based on their age group, and a hierarchy existed
with older workers at the top and younger workers at the bottom. Today, however,
generations interact regularly, and it is not uncommon for an older person to have
a leader or supervisor who is younger than him or her.Brenda J. Allen, Difference
Matters: Communicating Social Identity, 2nd ed. (Long Grove, IL: Waveland, 2011), 176.
The current generations in the US workplace and consequently in work-based
groups include the following:

• The Silent Generation. Born between 1925 and 1942, currently in
their midsixties to mideighties, this is the smallest generation in the
workforce right now, as many have retired or left for other reasons.
This generation includes people who were born during the Great
Depression or the early part of World War II, many of whom later
fought in the Korean War.Gerald Clarke, “The Silent Generation
Revisited,” Time, June 29, 1970, 46.

• The Baby Boomers. Born between 1946 and 1964, currently in their
late forties to midsixties, this is the largest generation in the workforce
right now. Baby boomers are the most populous generation born in US
history, and they are working longer than previous generations, which
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means they will remain the predominant force in organizations for ten
to twenty more years.

• Generation X. Born between 1965 and 1981, currently in their early
thirties to midforties, this generation was the first to see technology
like cell phones and the Internet make its way into classrooms and our
daily lives. Compared to previous generations, “Gen-Xers” are more
diverse in terms of race, religious beliefs, and sexual orientation and
also have a greater appreciation for and understanding of diversity.

• Generation Y. Born between 1982 and 2000, “Millennials” as they are
also called are currently in their late teens up to about thirty years old.
This generation is not as likely to remember a time without technology
such as computers and cell phones. They are just starting to enter into
the workforce and have been greatly affected by the economic crisis of
the late 2000s, experiencing significantly high unemployment rates.

The benefits and challenges that come with diversity of group members are
important to consider. Since we will all work in diverse groups, we should be
prepared to address potential challenges in order to reap the benefits. Diverse
groups may be wise to coordinate social interactions outside of group time in order
to find common ground that can help facilitate interaction and increase group
cohesion. We should be sensitive but not let sensitivity create fear of “doing
something wrong” that then prevents us from having meaningful interactions.
Reviewing Chapter 8 "Culture and Communication" will give you useful knowledge
to help you navigate both international and domestic diversity and increase your
communication competence in small groups and elsewhere.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Every problem has common components: an undesirable situation, a
desired situation, and obstacles between the undesirable and desirable
situations. Every problem also has a set of characteristics that vary
among problems, including task difficulty, number of possible solutions,
group member interest in the problem, group familiarity with the
problem, and the need for solution acceptance.

• The group problem-solving process has five steps:

1. Define the problem by creating a problem statement that
summarizes it.

2. Analyze the problem and create a problem question that can
guide solution generation.

3. Generate possible solutions. Possible solutions should be
offered and listed without stopping to evaluate each one.

4. Evaluate the solutions based on their credibility,
completeness, and worth. Groups should also assess the
potential effects of the narrowed list of solutions.

5. Implement and assess the solution. Aside from enacting the
solution, groups should determine how they will know the
solution is working or not.

• Before a group makes a decision, it should brainstorm possible solutions.
Group communication scholars suggest that groups (1) do a warm-up
brainstorming session; (2) do an actual brainstorming session in which
ideas are not evaluated, wild ideas are encouraged, quantity not quality
of ideas is the goal, and new combinations of ideas are encouraged; (3)
eliminate duplicate ideas; and (4) clarify, organize, and evaluate ideas. In
order to guide the idea-generation process and invite equal
participation from group members, the group may also elect to use the
nominal group technique.

• Common decision-making techniques include majority rule, minority
rule, and consensus rule. With majority rule, only a majority, usually
one-half plus one, must agree before a decision is made. With minority
rule, a designated authority or expert has final say over a decision, and
the input of group members may or may not be invited or considered.
With consensus rule, all members of the group must agree on the same
decision.

• Several factors influence the decision-making process:
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◦ Situational factors include the degree of freedom a group has
to make its own decisions, the level of uncertainty facing the
group and its task, the size of the group, the group’s access to
information, and the origin and urgency of the problem.

◦ Personality influences on decision making include a person’s
value orientation (economic, aesthetic, theoretical, political,
or religious), and personality traits (dominant/submissive,
friendly/unfriendly, and instrumental/emotional).

◦ Cultural influences on decision making include the
heterogeneity or homogeneity of the group makeup; cultural
values and characteristics such as individualism/
collectivism, power distance, and high-/low-context
communication styles; and gender and age differences.
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EXERCISES

1. In terms of situational influences on group problem solving, task
difficulty, number of possible solutions, group interest in
problem, group familiarity with problem, and need for solution
acceptance are five key variables discussed in this chapter. For
each of the two following scenarios, discuss how the situational
context created by these variables might affect the group’s
communication climate and the way it goes about addressing its
problem.

◦ Scenario 1. Task difficulty is high, number of possible
solutions is high, group interest in problem is high, group
familiarity with problem is low, and need for solution
acceptance is high.

◦ Scenario 2. Task difficulty is low, number of possible
solutions is low, group interest in problem is low, group
familiarity with problem is high, and need for solution
acceptance is low.

2. Getting integrated: Certain decision-making techniques may
work better than others in academic, professional, personal, or
civic contexts. For each of the following scenarios, identify the
decision-making technique that you think would be best and
explain why.

◦ Scenario 1: Academic. A professor asks his or her class to
decide whether the final exam should be an in-class or take-
home exam.

◦ Scenario 2: Professional. A group of coworkers must decide
which person from their department to nominate for a
company-wide award.

◦ Scenario 3: Personal. A family needs to decide how to divide
the belongings and estate of a deceased family member who
did not leave a will.

◦ Scenario 4: Civic. A local branch of a political party needs to
decide what five key issues it wants to include in the national
party’s platform.

3. Group communication researchers have found that heterogeneous
groups (composed of diverse members) have advantages over
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homogenous (more similar) groups. Discuss a group situation you have
been in where diversity enhanced your and/or the group’s experience.
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