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Chapter 12: Small Group Communication

When you think of small groups, you probably think of the much dreaded “group assignment” that you’ve endured
in high school and college. You are less likely to think of the numerous other groups to which you belong that
bring more positive experiences, such as your family and friendship groups or shared-interest groups. Group
communication scholars are so aware of this common negative sentiment toward group communication that
they coined the term grouphate to describe it.Susan M. Sorensen, “Group-Hate: A Negative Reaction to Group
Work” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the International Communication A ssociation, Minneapolis,
MN, May, 1981). Small groups, however, aren’t just entities meant to torture students; they have served a central
purpose in human history and evolution. Groups make it easier for us to complete a wide variety of tasks;
help us establish meaningful social bonds; and help us create, maintain, and change our sense of self.Owen
Hargie, Skilled Interpersonal Interaction: Research, Theory, and Practice, 5th ed. (London: Routledge, 2011),
433. Negative group experiences are often exacerbated by a lack of knowledge about group communication
processes. We are just expected to know how to work in groups without much instruction or practice. This lack
of knowledge about group communication can lead to negative group interactions, which creates a negative cycle
that perpetuates further negative experiences. Fortunately, as with other areas of communication, instruction in
group communication can improve people’s skills and increase people’s satisfaction with their group experiences.
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12.1 Understanding Small Groups

Learning Objectives
1. Define small group communication.
2. Discuss the characteristics of small groups.
3. Explain the functions of small groups.
4. Compare and contrast different types of small groups.
5. Discuss advantages and disadvantages of small groups.

Most of the communication skills discussed in this book are directed toward dyadic communication, meaning that
they are applied in two-person interactions. While many of these skills can be transferred to and used in small
group contexts, the more complex nature of group interaction necessitates some adaptation and some additional
skills. Small group communication refers to interactions among three or more people who are connected through
a common purpose, mutual influence, and a shared identity. In this section, we will learn about the characteristics,
functions, and types of small groups.

Characteristics of Small Groups
Different groups have different characteristics, serve different purposes, and can lead to positive, neutral, or
negative experiences. While our interpersonal relationships primarily focus on relationship building, small groups
usually focus on some sort of task completion or goal accomplishment. A college learning community focused on
math and science, a campaign team for a state senator, and a group of local organic farmers are examples of small
groups that would all have a different size, structure, identity, and interaction pattern.

Size of Small Groups
There is no set number of members for the ideal small group. A small group requires a minimum of three people
(because two people would be a pair or dyad), but the upper range of group size is contingent on the purpose
of the group. When groups grow beyond fifteen to twenty members, it becomes difficult to consider them a
small group based on the previous definition. An analysis of the number of unique connections between members
of small groups shows that they are deceptively complex. For example, within a six-person group, there are
fifteen separate potential dyadic connections, and a twelve-person group would have sixty-six potential dyadic
connections (Hargie, 2011). As you can see, when we double the number of group members, we more than double
the number of connections, which shows that network connection points in small groups grow exponentially as
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membership increases. So, while there is no set upper limit on the number of group members, it makes sense
that the number of group members should be limited to those necessary to accomplish the goal or serve the
purpose of the group. Small groups that add too many members increase the potential for group members to feel
overwhelmed or disconnected.

Structure of Small Groups
Internal and external influences affect a group’s structure. In terms of internal influences, member characteristics
play a role in initial group formation. For instance, a person who is well informed about the group’s task and/
or highly motivated as a group member may emerge as a leader and set into motion internal decision-making
processes, such as recruiting new members or assigning group roles, that affect the structure of a group (Ellis &
Fisher, 1994). Different members will also gravitate toward different roles within the group and will advocate for
certain procedures and courses of action over others. External factors such as group size, task, and resources also
affect group structure. Some groups will have more control over these external factors through decision making
than others. For example, a commission that is put together by a legislative body to look into ethical violations in
athletic organizations will likely have less control over its external factors than a self-created weekly book club.

A self-formed study group likely has a more flexible structure than a city council committee.
William Rotza – Group – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Group structure is also formed through formal and informal network connections. In terms of formal networks,
groups may have clearly defined roles and responsibilities or a hierarchy that shows how members are connected.
The group itself may also be a part of an organizational hierarchy that networks the group into a larger
organizational structure. This type of formal network is especially important in groups that have to report to
external stakeholders. These external stakeholders may influence the group’s formal network, leaving the group

607
little or no control over its structure. Conversely, groups have more control over their informal networks, which
are connections among individuals within the group and among group members and people outside of the group
that aren’t official. For example, a group member’s friend or relative may be able to secure a space to hold a
fundraiser at a discounted rate, which helps the group achieve its task. Both types of networks are important
because they may help facilitate information exchange within a group and extend a group’s reach in order to
access other resources.
Size and structure also affect communication within a group (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). In terms of size, the more
people in a group, the more issues with scheduling and coordination of communication. Remember that time is
an important resource in most group interactions and a resource that is usually strained. Structure can increase or
decrease the flow of communication. Reachability refers to the way in which one member is or isn’t connected to
other group members. For example, the “Circle” group structure in Figure 13.1 “Small Group Structures” shows
that each group member is connected to two other members. This can make coordination easy when only one or
two people need to be brought in for a decision. In this case, Erik and Callie are very reachable by Winston, who
could easily coordinate with them. However, if Winston needed to coordinate with Bill or Stephanie, he would
have to wait on Erik or Callie to reach that person, which could create delays. The circle can be a good structure
for groups who are passing along a task and in which each member is expected to progressively build on the
others’ work. A group of scholars coauthoring a research paper may work in such a manner, with each person
adding to the paper and then passing it on to the next person in the circle. In this case, they can ask the previous
person questions and write with the next person’s area of expertise in mind. The “Wheel” group structure in Figure
13.1 “Small Group Structures” shows an alternative organization pattern. In this structure, Tara is very reachable
by all members of the group. This can be a useful structure when Tara is the person with the most expertise in
the task or the leader who needs to review and approve work at each step before it is passed along to other group
members. But Phillip and Shadow, for example, wouldn’t likely work together without Tara being involved.
Figure 13.1 Small Group Structures

Looking at the group structures, we can make some assumptions about the communication that takes place in
them. The wheel is an example of a centralized structure, while the circle is decentralized. Research has shown
that centralized groups are better than decentralized groups in terms of speed and efficiency (Ellis & Fisher, 1994).
But decentralized groups are more effective at solving complex problems. In centralized groups like the wheel, the
person with the most connections, person C, is also more likely to be the leader of the group or at least have more
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status among group members, largely because that person has a broad perspective of what’s going on in the group.
The most central person can also act as a gatekeeper. Since this person has access to the most information, which
is usually a sign of leadership or status, he or she could consciously decide to limit the flow of information. But
in complex tasks, that person could become overwhelmed by the burden of processing and sharing information
with all the other group members. The circle structure is more likely to emerge in groups where collaboration
is the goal and a specific task and course of action isn’t required under time constraints. While the person who
initiated the group or has the most expertise in regards to the task may emerge as a leader in a decentralized group,
the equal access to information lessens the hierarchy and potential for gatekeeping that is present in the more
centralized groups.

Interdependence
Small groups exhibit interdependence, meaning they share a common purpose and a common fate. If the actions
of one or two group members lead to a group deviating from or not achieving their purpose, then all members
of the group are affected. Conversely, if the actions of only a few of the group members lead to success, then all
members of the group benefit. This is a major contributor to many college students’ dislike of group assignments,
because they feel a loss of control and independence that they have when they complete an assignment alone.
This concern is valid in that their grades might suffer because of the negative actions of someone else or their
hard work may go to benefit the group member who just skated by. Group meeting attendance is a clear example
of the interdependent nature of group interaction. Many of us have arrived at a group meeting only to find half
of the members present. In some cases, the group members who show up have to leave and reschedule because
they can’t accomplish their task without the other members present. Group members who attend meetings but
withdraw or don’t participate can also derail group progress. Although it can be frustrating to have your job, grade,
or reputation partially dependent on the actions of others, the interdependent nature of groups can also lead to
higher-quality performance and output, especially when group members are accountable for their actions.

Shared Identity
The shared identity of a group manifests in several ways. Groups may have official charters or mission and vision
statements that lay out the identity of a group. For example, the Girl Scout mission states that “Girl Scouting
builds girls of courage, confidence, and character, who make the world a better place” (Girl Scouts, 2012). The
mission for this large organization influences the identities of the thousands of small groups called troops. Group
identity is often formed around a shared goal and/or previous accomplishments, which adds dynamism to the
group as it looks toward the future and back on the past to inform its present. Shared identity can also be exhibited
through group names, slogans, songs, handshakes, clothing, or other symbols. At a family reunion, for example,
matching t-shirts specially made for the occasion, dishes made from recipes passed down from generation to
generation, and shared stories of family members that have passed away help establish a shared identity and social
reality.
A key element of the formation of a shared identity within a group is the establishment of the in-group as opposed
to the out-group. The degree to which members share in the in-group identity varies from person to person
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and group to group. Even within a family, some members may not attend a reunion or get as excited about the
matching t-shirts as others. Shared identity also emerges as groups become cohesive, meaning they identify with
and like the group’s task and other group members. The presence of cohesion and a shared identity leads to a
building of trust, which can also positively influence productivity and members’ satisfaction.

Functions of Small Groups
Why do we join groups? Even with the challenges of group membership that we have all faced, we still seek out
and desire to be a part of numerous groups. In some cases, we join a group because we need a service or access
to information. We may also be drawn to a group because we admire the group or its members. Whether we are
conscious of it or not, our identities and self-concepts are built on the groups with which we identify. So, to answer
the earlier question, we join groups because they function to help us meet instrumental, interpersonal, and identity
needs.

Groups Meet Instrumental Needs
Groups have long served the instrumental needs of humans, helping with the most basic elements of survival
since ancient humans first evolved. Groups helped humans survive by providing security and protection through
increased numbers and access to resources. Today, groups are rarely such a matter of life and death, but they still
serve important instrumental functions. Labor unions, for example, pool efforts and resources to attain material
security in the form of pay increases and health benefits for their members, which protects them by providing
a stable and dependable livelihood. Individual group members must also work to secure the instrumental needs
of the group, creating a reciprocal relationship. Members of labor unions pay dues that help support the group’s
efforts. Some groups also meet our informational needs. Although they may not provide material resources, they
enrich our knowledge or provide information that we can use to then meet our own instrumental needs. Many
groups provide referrals to resources or offer advice. For example, several consumer protection and advocacy
groups have been formed to offer referrals for people who have been the victim of fraudulent business practices.
Whether a group forms to provide services to members that they couldn’t get otherwise, advocate for changes that
will affect members’ lives, or provide information, many groups meet some type of instrumental need.

Groups Meet Interpersonal Needs
Group membership meets interpersonal needs by giving us access to inclusion, control, and support. In terms of
inclusion, people have a fundamental drive to be a part of a group and to create and maintain social bonds. As
we’ve learned, humans have always lived and worked in small groups. Family and friendship groups, sharedinterest groups, and activity groups all provide us with a sense of belonging and being included in an in-group.
People also join groups because they want to have some control over a decision-making process or to influence
the outcome of a group. Being a part of a group allows people to share opinions and influence others. Conversely,

610
some people join a group to be controlled, because they don’t want to be the sole decision maker or leader and
instead want to be given a role to follow.
Just as we enter into interpersonal relationships because we like someone, we are drawn toward a group when we
are attracted to it and/or its members. Groups also provide support for others in ways that supplement the support
that we get from significant others in interpersonal relationships. Some groups, like therapy groups for survivors
of sexual assault or support groups for people with cancer, exist primarily to provide emotional support. While
these groups may also meet instrumental needs through connections and referrals to resources, they fulfill the
interpersonal need for belonging that is a central human need.

Groups Meet Identity Needs
Our affiliations are building blocks for our identities, because group membership allows us to use reference
groups for social comparison—in short, identifying us with some groups and characteristics and separating us
from others. Some people join groups to be affiliated with people who share similar or desirable characteristics in
terms of beliefs, attitudes, values, or cultural identities. For example, people may join the National Organization
for Women because they want to affiliate with others who support women’s rights or a local chapter of the
National A ssociation for the A dvancement of Colored People (NA A CP) because they want to affiliate with
African Americans, people concerned with civil rights, or a combination of the two. Group memberships vary in
terms of how much they affect our identity, as some are more prominent than others at various times in our lives.
While religious groups as a whole are too large to be considered small groups, the work that people do as a part
of a religious community—as a lay leader, deacon, member of a prayer group, or committee—may have deep ties
to a person’s identity.

Group membership helps meet our interpersonal needs by providing an opportunity for affection and inclusion.
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Lostintheredwoods – Spiral of Hands – CC BY-ND 2.0.

The prestige of a group can initially attract us because we want that group’s identity to “rub off” on our own
identity. Likewise, the achievements we make as a group member can enhance our self-esteem, add to our
reputation, and allow us to create or project certain identity characteristics to engage in impression management.
For example, a person may take numerous tests to become a part of Mensa, which is an organization for people
with high IQs, for no material gain but for the recognition or sense of achievement that the affiliation may
bring. Likewise, people may join sports teams, professional organizations, and honor societies for the sense
of achievement and affiliation. Such groups allow us opportunities to better ourselves by encouraging further
development of skills or knowledge. For example, a person who used to play the oboe in high school may join the
community band to continue to improve on his or her ability.

Types of Small Groups
There are many types of small groups, but the most common distinction made between types of small groups is
that of task-oriented and relational-oriented groups (Hargie, 2011). Task-oriented groups are formed to solve a
problem, promote a cause, or generate ideas or information (McKay, Davis, & Fanning, 1995). In such groups,
like a committee or study group, interactions and decisions are primarily evaluated based on the quality of the
final product or output. The three main types of tasks are production, discussion, and problem-solving tasks (Ellis
& Fisher, 1994). Groups faced with production tasks are asked to produce something tangible from their group
interactions such as a report, design for a playground, musical performance, or fundraiser event. Groups faced
with discussion tasks are asked to talk through something without trying to come up with a right or wrong answer.
Examples of this type of group include a support group for people with HIV/AIDS, a book club, or a group for
new fathers. Groups faced with problem-solving tasks have to devise a course of action to meet a specific need.
These groups also usually include a production and discussion component, but the end goal isn’t necessarily a
tangible product or a shared social reality through discussion. Instead, the end goal is a well-thought-out idea.
Task-oriented groups require honed problem-solving skills to accomplish goals, and the structure of these groups
is more rigid than that of relational-oriented groups.
Relational-oriented groups are formed to promote interpersonal connections and are more focused on quality
interactions that contribute to the well-being of group members. Decision making is directed at strengthening or
repairing relationships rather than completing discrete tasks or debating specific ideas or courses of action. All
groups include task and relational elements, so it’s best to think of these orientations as two ends of a continuum
rather than as mutually exclusive. For example, although a family unit works together daily to accomplish tasks
like getting the kids ready for school and friendship groups may plan a surprise party for one of the members, their
primary and most meaningful interactions are still relational. Since other chapters in this book focus specifically
on interpersonal relationships, this chapter focuses more on task-oriented groups and the dynamics that operate
within these groups.
To more specifically look at the types of small groups that exist, we can examine why groups form. Some groups
are formed based on interpersonal relationships. Our family and friends are considered primary groups, or longlasting groups that are formed based on relationships and include significant others. These are the small groups in
which we interact most frequently. They form the basis of our society and our individual social realities. Kinship
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networks provide important support early in life and meet physiological and safety needs, which are essential for
survival. They also meet higher-order needs such as social and self-esteem needs. When people do not interact
with their biological family, whether voluntarily or involuntarily, they can establish fictive kinship networks,
which are composed of people who are not biologically related but fulfill family roles and help provide the same
support.
We also interact in many secondary groups, which are characterized by less frequent face-to-face interactions,
less emotional and relational communication, and more task-related communication than primary groups (Barker,
1991). While we are more likely to participate in secondary groups based on self-interest, our primary-group
interactions are often more reciprocal or other oriented. For example, we may join groups because of a shared
interest or need.
Groups formed based on shared interest include social groups and leisure groups such as a group of independent
film buffs, science fiction fans, or bird watchers. Some groups form to meet the needs of individuals or of a
particular group of people. Examples of groups that meet the needs of individuals include study groups or support
groups like a weight loss group. These groups are focused on individual needs, even though they meet as a
group, and they are also often discussion oriented. Service groups, on the other hand, work to meet the needs of
individuals but are task oriented. Service groups include Habitat for Humanity and Rotary Club chapters, among
others. Still other groups form around a shared need, and their primary task is advocacy. For example, the Gay
Men’s Health Crisis is a group that was formed by a small group of eight people in the early 1980s to advocate for
resources and support for the still relatively unknown disease that would later be known as AIDS. Similar groups
form to advocate for everything from a stop sign at a neighborhood intersection to the end of human trafficking.
As we already learned, other groups are formed primarily to accomplish a task. Teams are task-oriented groups in
which members are especially loyal and dedicated to the task and other group members (Larson & LaFasto, 1989).
In professional and civic contexts, the word team has become popularized as a means of drawing on the positive
connotations of the term—connotations such as “high-spirited,” “cooperative,” and “hardworking.” Scholars who
have spent years studying highly effective teams have identified several common factors related to their success.
Successful teams have (Adler & Elmhorst, 2005)
• clear and inspiring shared goals,
• a results-driven structure,
• competent team members,
• a collaborative climate,
• high standards for performance,
• external support and recognition, and
• ethical and accountable leadership.
Increasingly, small groups and teams are engaging in more virtual interaction. Virtual groups take advantage
of new technologies and meet exclusively or primarily online to achieve their purpose or goal. Some virtual
groups may complete their task without ever being physically face-to-face. Virtual groups bring with them distinct
advantages and disadvantages that you can read more about in the “Getting Plugged In” feature next.
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“Getting Plugged In”
Virtual Groups
Virtual groups are now common in academic, professional, and personal contexts, as classes meet entirely online, work
teams interface using webinar or video-conferencing programs, and people connect around shared interests in a variety
of online settings. Virtual groups are popular in professional contexts because they can bring together people who are
geographically dispersed (Ahuja & Galvin, 2003). Virtual groups also increase the possibility for the inclusion of diverse
members. The ability to transcend distance means that people with diverse backgrounds and diverse perspectives are
more easily accessed than in many offline groups.
One disadvantage of virtual groups stems from the difficulties that technological mediation presents for the relational and
social dimensions of group interactions (Walther & Bunz, 2005). As we will learn later in this chapter, an important part
of coming together as a group is the socialization of group members into the desired norms of the group. Since norms
are implicit, much of this information is learned through observation or conveyed informally from one group member
to another. In fact, in traditional groups, group members passively acquire 50 percent or more of their knowledge about
group norms and procedures, meaning they observe rather than directly ask (Comer, 1991). Virtual groups experience
more difficulty with this part of socialization than copresent traditional groups do, since any form of electronic mediation
takes away some of the richness present in face-to-face interaction.
To help overcome these challenges, members of virtual groups should be prepared to put more time and effort into
building the relational dimensions of their group. Members of virtual groups need to make the social cues that guide
new members’ socialization more explicit than they would in an offline group (Ahuja & Galvin, 2003). Group members
should also contribute often, even if just supporting someone else’s contribution, because increased participation has been
shown to increase liking among members of virtual groups (Walther & Bunz, 2005). Virtual group members should also
make an effort to put relational content that might otherwise be conveyed through nonverbal or contextual means into
the verbal part of a message, as members who include little social content in their messages or only communicate about
the group’s task are more negatively evaluated. Virtual groups who do not overcome these challenges will likely struggle
to meet deadlines, interact less frequently, and experience more absenteeism. What follows are some guidelines to help
optimize virtual groups (Walter & Bunz, 2005):
• Get started interacting as a group as early as possible, since it takes longer to build social cohesion.
• Interact frequently to stay on task and avoid having work build up.
• Start working toward completing the task while initial communication about setup, organization, and
procedures are taking place.
• Respond overtly to other people’s messages and contributions.
• Be explicit about your reactions and thoughts since typical nonverbal expressions may not be received as
easily in virtual groups as they would be in colocated groups.
• Set deadlines and stick to them.
1. Make a list of some virtual groups to which you currently belong or have belonged to in the past. What are
some differences between your experiences in virtual groups versus traditional colocated groups?
2. What are some group tasks or purposes that you think lend themselves to being accomplished in a virtual
setting? What are some group tasks or purposes that you think would be best handled in a traditional
colocated setting? Explain your answers for each.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Small Groups
As with anything, small groups have their advantages and disadvantages. Advantages of small groups include
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shared decision making, shared resources, synergy, and exposure to diversity. It is within small groups that most
of the decisions that guide our country, introduce local laws, and influence our family interactions are made. In
a democratic society, participation in decision making is a key part of citizenship. Groups also help in making
decisions involving judgment calls that have ethical implications or the potential to negatively affect people.
Individuals making such high-stakes decisions in a vacuum could have negative consequences given the lack
of feedback, input, questioning, and proposals for alternatives that would come from group interaction. Group
members also help expand our social networks, which provide access to more resources. A local communitytheater group may be able to put on a production with a limited budget by drawing on these connections to get
set-building supplies, props, costumes, actors, and publicity in ways that an individual could not. The increased
knowledge, diverse perspectives, and access to resources that groups possess relates to another advantage of small
groups—synergy.
Synergy refers to the potential for gains in performance or heightened quality of interactions when
complementary members or member characteristics are added to existing ones (Larson Jr., 2010). Because of
synergy, the final group product can be better than what any individual could have produced alone. When I
worked in housing and residence life, I helped coordinate a “World Cup Soccer Tournament” for the international
students that lived in my residence hall. As a group, we created teams representing different countries around the
world, made brackets for people to track progress and predict winners, got sponsors, gathered prizes, and ended
up with a very successful event that would not have been possible without the synergy created by our collective
group membership. The members of this group were also exposed to international diversity that enriched our
experiences, which is also an advantage of group communication.
Participating in groups can also increase our exposure to diversity and broaden our perspectives. Although groups
vary in the diversity of their members, we can strategically choose groups that expand our diversity, or we can
unintentionally end up in a diverse group. When we participate in small groups, we expand our social networks,
which increase the possibility to interact with people who have different cultural identities than ourselves. Since
group members work together toward a common goal, shared identification with the task or group can give
people with diverse backgrounds a sense of commonality that they might not have otherwise. Even when group
members share cultural identities, the diversity of experience and opinion within a group can lead to broadened
perspectives as alternative ideas are presented and opinions are challenged and defended. One of my favorite parts
of facilitating class discussion is when students with different identities and/or perspectives teach one another
things in ways that I could not on my own. This example brings together the potential of synergy and diversity.
People who are more introverted or just avoid group communication and voluntarily distance themselves from
groups—or are rejected from groups—risk losing opportunities to learn more about others and themselves.
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A social loafer is a dreaded group member who doesn’t do his or her share of the work, expecting that others on the group won’t
notice or will pick up the slack.
Henry Burrows – Sleeping On The Job – CC BY-SA 2.0.

There are also disadvantages to small group interaction. In some cases, one person can be just as or more effective
than a group of people. Think about a situation in which a highly specialized skill or knowledge is needed to get
something done. In this situation, one very knowledgeable person is probably a better fit for the task than a group
of less knowledgeable people. Group interaction also has a tendency to slow down the decision-making process.
Individuals connected through a hierarchy or chain of command often work better in situations where decisions
must be made under time constraints. When group interaction does occur under time constraints, having one
“point person” or leader who coordinates action and gives final approval or disapproval on ideas or suggestions
for actions is best.
Group communication also presents interpersonal challenges. A common problem is coordinating and planning
group meetings due to busy and conflicting schedules. Some people also have difficulty with the othercenteredness and self-sacrifice that some groups require. The interdependence of group members that we
discussed earlier can also create some disadvantages. Group members may take advantage of the anonymity of a
group and engage in social loafing, meaning they contribute less to the group than other members or than they
would if working alone (Karau & Williams, 1993). Social loafers expect that no one will notice their behaviors or
that others will pick up their slack. It is this potential for social loafing that makes many students and professionals
dread group work, especially those who have a tendency to cover for other group members to prevent the social
loafer from diminishing the group’s productivity or output.

“Getting Competent”
Improving Your Group Experiences
Like many of you, I also had some negative group experiences in college that made me think similarly to a student who
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posted the following on a teaching blog: “Group work is code for ‘work as a group for a grade less than what you can
get if you work alone’” (Weimer, 2008). But then I took a course called “Small Group and Team Communication” with
an amazing teacher who later became one of my most influential mentors. She emphasized the fact that we all needed
to increase our knowledge about group communication and group dynamics in order to better our group communication
experiences—and she was right. So the first piece of advice to help you start improving your group experiences is to
closely study the group communication chapters in this textbook and to apply what you learn to your group interactions.
Neither students nor faculty are born knowing how to function as a group, yet students and faculty often think we’re
supposed to learn as we go, which increases the likelihood of a negative experience.
A second piece of advice is to meet often with your group (Myers & Goodboy, 2005). Of course, to do this you have to
overcome some scheduling and coordination difficulties, but putting other things aside to work as a group helps set up
a norm that group work is important and worthwhile. Regular meetings also allow members to interact with each other,
which can increase social bonds, build a sense of interdependence that can help diminish social loafing, and establish
other important rules and norms that will guide future group interaction. Instead of committing to frequent meetings,
many student groups use their first meeting to equally divide up the group’s tasks so they can then go off and work
alone (not as a group). While some group work can definitely be done independently, dividing up the work and assigning
someone to put it all together doesn’t allow group members to take advantage of one of the most powerful advantages of
group work—synergy.
Last, establish group expectations and follow through with them. I recommend that my students come up with a group
name and create a contract of group guidelines during their first meeting (both of which I learned from my group
communication teacher whom I referenced earlier). The group name helps begin to establish a shared identity, which
then contributes to interdependence and improves performance. The contract of group guidelines helps make explicit the
group norms that might have otherwise been left implicit. Each group member contributes to the contract and then they
all sign it. Groups often make guidelines about how meetings will be run, what to do about lateness and attendance, the
type of climate they’d like for discussion, and other relevant expectations. If group members end up falling short of these
expectations, the other group members can remind the straying member of the contact and the fact that he or she signed
it. If the group encounters further issues, they can use the contract as a basis for evaluating the other group member or for
communicating with the instructor.
1. Do you agree with the student’s quote about group work that was included at the beginning? Why or why
not?
2. The second recommendation is to meet more with your group. Acknowledging that schedules are difficult to
coordinate and that that is not really going to change, what are some strategies that you could use to
overcome that challenge in order to get time together as a group?
3. What are some guidelines that you think you’d like to include in your contract with a future group?

Key Takeaways
• Getting integrated: Small group communication refers to interactions among three or more people who are
connected through a common purpose, mutual influence, and a shared identity. Small groups are important
communication units in academic, professional, civic, and personal contexts.
• Several characteristics influence small groups, including size, structure, interdependence, and shared identity.
◦ In terms of size, small groups must consist of at least three people, but there is no set upper limit
on the number of group members. The ideal number of group members is the smallest number
needed to competently complete the group’s task or achieve the group’s purpose.
◦ Internal influences such as member characteristics and external factors such as the group’s size,
task, and access to resources affect a group’s structure. A group’s structure also affects how
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group members communicate, as some structures are more centralized and hierarchical and
other structures are more decentralized and equal.
◦ Groups are interdependent in that they have a shared purpose and a shared fate, meaning that
each group member’s actions affect every other group member.
◦ Groups develop a shared identity based on their task or purpose, previous accomplishments,
future goals, and an identity that sets their members apart from other groups.
• Small groups serve several functions as they meet instrumental, interpersonal, and identity needs.
◦ Groups meet instrumental needs, as they allow us to pool resources and provide access to
information to better help us survive and succeed.
◦ Groups meet interpersonal needs, as they provide a sense of belonging (inclusion), an
opportunity to participate in decision making and influence others (control), and emotional
support.
◦ Groups meet identity needs, as they offer us a chance to affiliate ourselves with others whom we
perceive to be like us or whom we admire and would like to be associated with.
• There are various types of groups, including task-oriented, relational-oriented, primary, and secondary
groups, as well as teams.
◦ Task-oriented groups are formed to solve a problem, promote a cause, or generate ideas or
information, while relational-oriented groups are formed to promote interpersonal connections.
While there are elements of both in every group, the overall purpose of a group can usually be
categorized as primarily task or relational oriented.
◦ Primary groups are long-lasting groups that are formed based on interpersonal relationships and
include family and friendship groups, and secondary groups are characterized by less frequent
interaction and less emotional and relational communication than in primary groups. Our
communication in primary groups is more frequently other oriented than our communication in
secondary groups, which is often self-oriented.
◦ Teams are similar to task-oriented groups, but they are characterized by a high degree of loyalty
and dedication to the group’s task and to other group members.
• Advantages of group communication include shared decision making, shared resources, synergy, and
exposure to diversity. Disadvantages of group communication include unnecessary group formation (when
the task would be better performed by one person), difficulty coordinating schedules, and difficulty with
accountability and social loafing.

Exercises
1. Getting integrated: For each of the follow examples of a small group context, indicate what you think would
be the ideal size of the group and why. Also indicate who the ideal group members would be (in terms of
their occupation/major, role, level of expertise, or other characteristics) and what structure would work best.
◦ A study group for this class
◦ A committee to decide on library renovation plans
◦ An upper-level college class in your major
◦ A group to advocate for more awareness of and support for abandoned animals
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2. List some groups to which you have belonged that focused primarily on tasks and then list some that
focused primarily on relationships. Compare and contrast your experiences in these groups.
3. Synergy is one of the main advantages of small group communication. Explain a time when a group you
were in benefited from or failed to achieve synergy. What contributed to your success/failure?
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12.2 Small Group Development

Learning Objectives
1. Explain the process of group development.
2. Discuss the characteristics of each stage of group development.

Small groups have to start somewhere. Even established groups go through changes as members come and go, as
tasks are started and completed, and as relationships change. In this section, we will learn about the stages of group
development, which are forming, storming, norming, performing, and adjourning (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). As
with most models of communication phenomena, although we order the stages and discuss them separately, they
are not always experienced in a linear fashion. Additionally, some groups don’t experience all five stages, may
experience stages multiple times, or may experience more than one stage at a time.

Forming
During the forming stage, group members begin to reduce uncertainty associated with new relationships and/
or new tasks through initial interactions that lay the foundation for later group dynamics. Groups return to the
forming stage as group members come and go over the life span of a group. Although there may not be as much
uncertainty when one or two new people join a group as there is when a group first forms, groups spend some
time in the forming stage every time group membership changes.
Given that interpersonal bonds are likely not yet formed and people are unfamiliar with the purpose of the group
or task at hand, there are high levels of uncertainty. Early stages of role negotiation begin and members begin
to determine goals for the group and establish rules and norms. Group cohesion also begins to form during this
stage. Group cohesion refers to the commitment of members to the purpose of the group and the degree of
attraction among individuals within the group (Hargie, 2011). The cohesion that begins in this stage sets the
group on a trajectory influenced by group members’ feelings about one another and their purpose or task. Groups
with voluntary membership may exhibit high levels of optimism about what the group can accomplish. Although
the optimism can be motivating, unrealistic expectations can lead to disappointment, making it important for
group members to balance optimism with realism. Groups with assigned or mandatory membership may include
members that carry some degree of resentment toward the group itself or the goals of the group. These members
can start the group off on a negative trajectory that will lessen or make difficult group cohesiveness. Groups can
still be successful if these members are balanced out by others who are more committed to and positive in regards
to the purpose of the group.
Many factors influence how the forming stage of group development plays out. The personalities of the

621
individuals in the group, the skills that members bring, the resources available to the group, the group’s size,
and the group’s charge all contribute to the creation of the early tone of and climate within a group (Ellis &
Fisher, 1994). For example, more dominant personalities may take early leadership roles in the group that can
affect subsequent decisions. Group members’ diverse skill sets and access to resources can also influence the early
stages of role differentiation. In terms of size, the bonding that begins in the forming stage becomes difficult when
the number of people within the group prevents every person from having a one-on-one connection with every
other member of the group. Also, in larger groups, more dominant members tend to assert themselves as leaders
and build smaller coalitions within the group, which can start the group on a trajectory toward more conflict during
the upcoming storming stage (Ellis & Fisher, 1994).
When a group receives an external charge, meaning that the goal or purpose of the group is decided by people
outside the group, there may be less uncertainty related to the task dimensions of the group. Additionally,
decisions about what roles people will play including group leaders and other decisions about the workings of the
group may come from the outside, which reduces some of the uncertainty inherent in the forming stage. Relational
uncertainty can also be diminished when group members have preexisting relationships or familiarity with each
other. Although the decreased uncertainty may be beneficial at this stage, too much imposed structure from the
outside can create resentment or a feeling of powerlessness among group members. So a manageable amount of
uncertainty is actually a good thing for group cohesion and productivity.

Storming
During the storming stage of group development, conflict emerges as people begin to perform their various roles,
have their ideas heard, and negotiate where they fit in the group’s structure. The uncertainty present in the forming
stage begins to give way as people begin to occupy specific roles and the purpose, rules, and norms of a group
become clearer. Conflict develops when some group members aren’t satisfied with the role that they or others
are playing or the decisions regarding the purpose or procedures of the group. For example, if a leader begins to
emerge or is assigned during the forming stage, some members may feel that the leader is imposing his or her will
on other members of the group. As we will learn in our section on group leadership, leaders should expect some
degree of resentment from others who wanted to be the leader, have interpersonal conflicts with the leader, or just
have general issues with being led.
Although the word storming and the concept of conflict have negative connotations, conflict can be positive and
productive. Just like storms can replenish water supplies and make crops grow, storming can lead to group growth.
While conflict is inevitable and should be experienced by every group, a group that gets stuck at the storming
stage will likely not have much success in completing its task or achieving its purpose. Influences from outside
the group can also affect the conflict in the storming stage. Interpersonal conflicts that predate the formation of
the group may distract the group from the more productive idea- or task-oriented conflict that can be healthy for
the group and increase the quality of ideas, decision making, and output.
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Although we often have negative connotations of storming and conflict, the group conflict that happens in this stage is necessary and
productive.
Benjamen Benson – Lightning Storm – CC BY 2.0.

Norming
During the norming stage of group development, the practices and expectations of the group are solidified,
which leads to more stability, productivity, and cohesion within the group. Group norms are behaviors that
become routine but are not explicitly taught or stated. In short, group norms help set the tone for what group
members ought to do and how they ought to behave (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). Many implicit norms are derived from
social norms that people follow in their everyday life. Norms within the group about politeness, lateness, and
communication patterns are typically similar to those in other contexts. Sometimes a norm needs to be challenged
because it is not working for the group, which could lead a group back to the storming stage. Other times, group
members challenge norms for no good reason, which can lead to punishment for the group member or create
conflict within the group.
At this stage, there is a growing consensus among group members as to the roles that each person will play, the
way group interactions will typically play out, and the direction of the group. Leaders that began to emerge have
typically gained the support of other group members, and group identity begins to solidify. The group may now
be recognizable by those on the outside, as slogans, branding, or patterns of interaction become associated with
the group. This stage of group development is key for the smooth operation of the group. Norms bring a sense
of predictability and stability that can allow a group to move on to the performing stage of group development.
Norms can also bring with them conformity pressures that can be positive or negative. In general, people go along
with a certain amount of pressure to conform out of a drive to avoid being abnormal that is a natural part of our
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social interaction (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). Too much pressure, however, can lead people to feel isolated and can
create a negative group climate. We will learn more about pressure as a group dynamic later in this chapter.
Explicit rules may also guide group interaction. Rules are explicitly stated guidelines for members and may
refer to things like expected performance levels or output, attitudes, or dress codes. Rules may be communicated
through verbal instructions, employee handbooks, membership policies, or codes of conduct (Hargie, 2011).
Groups can even use procedures like Robert’s Rules of Order to manage the flow of conversations and decisionmaking procedures. Group members can contest or subvert group rules just as they can norms. Violations of group
rules, however, typically result in more explicit punishments than do violations of norms.

Performing
During the performing stage of group development, group members work relatively smoothly toward the
completion of a task or achievement of a purpose. Although interactions in the performing stage are task focused,
the relational aspects of group interaction provide an underlying support for the group members. Socialization
outside of official group time can serve as a needed relief from the group’s task. During task-related interactions,
group members ideally begin to develop a synergy that results from the pooling of skills, ideas, experiences, and
resources. Synergy is positive in that it can lead group members to exceed their expectations and perform better
than they could individually. Glitches in the group’s performance can lead the group back to previous stages of
group development. Changes in membership, member roles, or norms can necessitate a revisiting of aspects of the
forming, storming, or norming stages. One way to continue to build group cohesion during the performing stage
is to set short-term attainable group goals. Accomplishing something, even if it’s small, can boost group morale,
which in turn boosts cohesion and productivity.

Adjourning
The adjourning stage of group development occurs when a group dissolves because it has completed its purpose
or goal, membership is declining and support for the group no longer exists, or it is dissolved because of some
other internal or external cause. Some groups may live on indefinitely and not experience the adjourning stage.
Other groups may experience so much conflict in the storming stage that they skip norming and performing
and dissolve before they can complete their task. For groups with high social cohesion, adjourning may be a
difficult emotional experience. However, group members may continue interpersonal relationships that formed
even after the group dissolves. In reality, many bonds, even those that were very close, end up fading after the
group disbands. This doesn’t mean the relationship wasn’t genuine; interpersonal relationships often form because
of proximity and shared task interaction. Once that force is gone, it becomes difficult to maintain friendships, and
many fade away. For groups that had negative experiences, the adjourning stage may be welcomed.
To make the most out of the adjourning stage, it is important that there be some guided and purposeful
reflection. Many groups celebrate their accomplishments with a party or ceremony. Even groups that had negative
experiences or failed to achieve their purpose can still learn something through reflection in the adjourning stage
that may be beneficial for future group interactions. Often, group members leave a group experience with new
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or more developed skills that can be usefully applied in future group or individual contexts. Even groups that are
relational rather than task focused can increase members’ interpersonal, listening, or empathetic skills or increase
cultural knowledge and introduce new perspectives.

Key Takeaways

• Small groups have to start somewhere, but their course of development varies after forming based on many
factors. Some groups go through each stage of development in a progressive and linear fashion, while other
groups may get stuck in a stage, skip a stage, or experience a stage multiple times.
• The five stages of group development include forming, storming, norming, performing, and adjourning.
1. During the forming stage, group members engage in socially polite exchanges to help reduce
uncertainty and gain familiarity with new members. Even though their early interactions may
seem unproductive, they lay the groundwork for cohesion and other group dynamics that will
play out more prominently in later stages.
2. During the storming stage, conflict emerges as group members begin to perform their various
roles, have their ideas heard, and negotiate where they fit in the group’s structure. Conflict is
inevitable and important as a part of group development and can be productive if it is managed
properly.
3. During the norming stage, the practices and expectations (norms and rules) of the group are
solidified, which leads to more stability, productivity, and cohesion within the group.
4. During the performing stage, group members work relatively smoothly toward the completion of
a task or the achievement of their purpose, ideally capitalizing on the synergy that comes from
the diverse experiences group members bring to the decision-making process.
5. During the adjourning stage, a group dissolves because its purpose has been met, because
membership has declined or the group has lost support, or due to some other internal or external
cause. It is important that groups reflect on the life of the group to learn any relevant lessons and
celebrate accomplishments.

Exercises
1. Recall a previous or current small group to which you belonged/belong. Trace the group’s development
using the five stages discussed in this section. Did you experience all the stages? In what order? Did you
stay in some stages more than others?
2. During the norming stage of group development, interaction patterns and group expectations solidify. Recall
a current or former group. What were some of the norms for the group? What were some rules? How did
you become aware of each?
3. Many people don’t think about the importance of the adjourning stage. What do you think is the best way to
complete the adjourning stage for a group that was successful and cohesive? What about for a group that
was unsuccessful and not cohesive?
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12.3 Small Group Dynamics

Learning Objectives
1. Explain the relationship between group cohesion and group climate.
2. Describe the process of group member socialization.
3. Explain the relationship between conformity and groupthink.
4. Define various types of group conflict and identify strategies for managing each type.

Any time a group of people come together, new dynamics are put into place that differ from the dynamics present
in our typical dyadic interactions. The impressions we form about other people’s likeability and the way we
think about a group’s purpose are affected by the climate within a group that is created by all members. Groups
also develop norms, and new group members are socialized into a group’s climate and norms just as we are
socialized into larger social and cultural norms in our everyday life. The pressure to conform to norms becomes
more powerful in group situations, and some groups take advantage of these forces with positive and negative
results. Last, the potential for productive and destructive conflict increases as multiple individuals come together
to accomplish a task or achieve a purpose. This section explores the dynamics mentioned previously in order to
better prepare you for future group interactions.

Group Cohesion and Climate
When something is cohesive, it sticks together, and the cohesion within a group helps establish an overall group
climate. Group climate refers to the relatively enduring tone and quality of group interaction that is experienced
similarly by group members. To better understand cohesion and climate, we can examine two types of cohesion:
task and social.
Task cohesion refers to the commitment of group members to the purpose and activities of the group. Social
cohesion refers to the attraction and liking among group members. Ideally, groups would have an appropriate
balance between these two types of cohesion relative to the group’s purpose, with task-oriented groups having
higher task cohesion and relational-oriented groups having higher social cohesion. Even the most task-focused
groups need some degree of social cohesion, and vice versa, but the balance will be determined by the purpose of
the group and the individual members. For example, a team of workers from the local car dealership may join a
local summer softball league because they’re good friends and love the game. They may end up beating the team
of faculty members from the community college who joined the league just to get to know each other better and
have an excuse to get together and drink beer in the afternoon. In this example, the players from the car dealership
exhibit high social and task cohesion, while the faculty exhibit high social but low task cohesion.

627
Cohesion benefits a group in many ways and can be assessed through specific group behaviors and characteristics.
Groups with an appropriate level of cohesiveness (Hargie, 2011)
• set goals easily;
• exhibit a high commitment to achieving the purpose of the group;
• are more productive;
• experience fewer attendance issues;
• have group members who are willing to stick with the group during times of difficulty;
• have satisfied group members who identify with, promote, and defend the group;
• have members who are willing to listen to each other and offer support and constructive criticism; and
• experience less anger and tension.
Appropriate levels of group cohesion usually create a positive group climate, since group climate is affected by
members’ satisfaction with the group. Climate has also been described as group morale. Following are some
qualities that contribute to a positive group climate and morale (Marston & Hecht, 1988):
• Participation. Group members feel better when they feel included in discussion and a part of the
functioning of the group.
• Messages. Confirming messages help build relational dimensions within a group, and clear, organized,
and relevant messages help build task dimensions within a group.
• Feedback. Positive, constructive, and relevant feedback contribute to group climate.
• Equity. Aside from individual participation, group members also like to feel as if participation is
managed equally within the group and that appropriate turn taking is used.
• Clear and accepted roles. Group members like to know how status and hierarchy operate within a
group. Knowing the roles isn’t enough to lead to satisfaction, though—members must also be
comfortable with and accept those roles.
• Motivation. Member motivation is activated by perceived connection to and relevance of the group’s
goals or purpose.
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Cohesion and shared identity help create symbolic convergence as group members develop a group identity and shared social reality.
Ram K – Watching the big game – CC BY-NC 2.0.

Group cohesion and climate is also demonstrated through symbolic convergence (Bormann, 1985). Symbolic
convergence refers to the sense of community or group consciousness that develops in a group through non-taskrelated communication such as stories and jokes. The originator of symbolic convergence theory, Ernest Bormann,
claims that the sharing of group fantasies creates symbolic convergence. Fantasy, in this sense, doesn’t refer to
fairy tales, sexual desire, or untrue things. In group communication, group fantasies are verbalized references to
events outside the “here and now” of the group, including references to the group’s past, predictions for the future,
or other communication about people or events outside the group (Griffin, 2009). For example, as a graduate
student, I spent a lot of time talking with others in our small group about research, writing, and other things related
to our classes and academia in general. Most of this communication wouldn’t lead to symbolic convergence or
help establish the strong social bonds that we developed as a group. Instead, it was our grad student “war stories”
about excessive reading loads and unreasonable paper requirements we had experienced in earlier years of grad
school, horror stories about absent or vindictive thesis advisors, and “you won’t believe this” stories from the
classes that we were teaching that brought us together.
In any group, you can tell when symbolic convergence is occurring by observing how people share such fantasies
and how group members react to them. If group members react positively and agree with or appreciate the teller’s
effort or other group members are triggered to tell their own related stories, then convergence is happening and
cohesion and climate are being established. Over time, these fantasies build a shared vision of the group and what
it means to be a member that creates a shared group consciousness. By reviewing and applying the concepts in
this section, you can hopefully identify potential difficulties with group cohesion and work to enhance cohesion
when needed in order to create more positive group climates and enhance your future group interactions.
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“Getting Real”
Working in Teams
Although most college students hate working in groups, in the “real world” working in teams has become a regular part
of professional expectations. Following Japan’s lead, corporations in the United States began adopting a more team-based
approach for project management decades ago (Jain et al., 2008). This model has become increasingly popular in various
organizational settings since then as means to increase productivity and reduce bureaucracy. Teams in the workplace
have horizontally expanded the traditional vertical hierarchy of organizations, as the aim of creating these teams was to
produce smaller units within an organization that are small enough to be efficient and self-manageable but large enough
to create the synergy that we discussed in the earlier part of the chapter.
Aside from efficiency, teams are also valued for the potential for innovation. The strategic pooling of people with
diverse knowledge, experience, and skills can lead to synergistic collaborative thinking that produces new knowledge
(du Chatenier et al., 2010). This potential for innovation makes teams ideal in high-stakes situations where money,
contracts, or lives are at stake. Large corporations are now putting together what has been termed interorganizational
high-performance research and development teams consisting of highly trained technical and scientific experts from
diverse backgrounds to work collectively and simultaneously on complex projects under very challenging conditions
(Daniel & Davis, 2009). In markets where companies race to find the next generation of technological improvement, such
research and development teams are critical for an organization’s success. Research on such teams in real-world contexts
has found that in order to be successful, high-performance teams should have a clear base such as a project mission, a
leader who strategically assigns various tasks to members based on their specialized expertise, and shared leadership in
which individual experts are trusted to make decisions relevant to their purview within the group. Although these highperformance teams are very task oriented, research has also found that the social element cannot be ignored, even under
extreme internal and external pressures. In fact, cohesion and interdependence help create a shared reality that in turn
improves productivity, because team members feel a sense of shared ownership over their charge (Solansky, 2011).
Some challenges associated with working in teams include the potential for uncertainty or conflict due to the absence
of traditional hierarchy, pressures that become overwhelming, lack of shared history since such teams are usually future
oriented, and high expectations without resources necessary to complete the task (du Chatenier et al., 2010). To overcome
these challenges, team members can think positively but realistically about the team’s end goal, exhibit trust in the
expertise of other team members, be reliable and approachable to help build a good team spirit, take initiative with actions
and ideas, ask critical questions, and provide critical but constructive feedback.
1. Given your career goals, what sorts of teamwork do you think you might engage in?
2. Would you welcome the opportunity to work on a high-performance team? Why or why not?
3. Members of teams are often under intense pressures to produce or perform at high levels. What is the line at
which the pressure becomes too much? Ethically, how far should companies push teams and how far should
team members go to complete a task?

Socializing Group Members
Group socialization refers to the process of teaching and learning the norms, rules, and expectations associated
with group interaction and group member behaviors. Group norms, rules, and cohesion can only be created and
maintained through socialization (Ahuja & Galvin, 2003). It is also through socialization that a shared identity and
social reality develops among group members, but this development is dependent on several factors. For example,
groups with higher levels of cohesion are more likely to have members that “buy into” rules and norms, which aids
in socialization. The need for socialization also changes throughout a group’s life span. If membership in a group
is stable, long-term members should not need much socialization. However, when new members join a group,
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existing members must take time to engage in socialization. When a totally new group is formed, socialization
will be an ongoing process as group members negotiate rules and procedures, develop norms, and create a shared
history over time.
The information exchanged during socialization can be broken down into two general categories: technical
and social knowledge (A huja & Galvin, 2003). Technical knowledge focuses on skills and information needed
to complete a task, and social knowledge focuses on behavioral norms that guide interaction. Each type of
information is usually conveyed through a combination of formal and informal means. Technical knowledge can
be fairly easily passed along through orientations, trainings, manuals, and documents, because this content is often
fairly straightforward. Social knowledge is more ambiguous and is usually conveyed through informal means or
passively learned by new members through observation. To return to our earlier terminology, technical knowledge
relates more to group rules and social knowledge relates more to group norms.
Companies and social organizations socialize new members in different ways. A new training cohort at an
established company may be given technical rule-based information in the form of a manual and a history of the
organization and an overview of the organizational culture to help convey social knowledge about group norms.
Members of some small groups like fraternities or professional organizations have to take pledges or oaths that
may convey a mixture of technical and social knowledge. Social knowledge may be conveyed in interactions that
are separate from official group time. For example, literally socializing as a group is a good way to socialize group
members. Many large and successful businesses encourage small groups within the company to socialize outside
of work time in order to build cohesion and group solidarity.
Socialization continues after initial membership through the enforcement of rules and norms. When someone
deviates from the rules and norms and is corrected, it serves as a reminder for all other members and performs a
follow-up socializing function. Since rules are explicitly stated and documented, deviation from the rules can have
consequences ranging from verbal warnings, to temporary or permanent separation from the group, to fines or
other sanctions. And although norms are implicit, deviating from them can still have consequences. Even though
someone may not actually verbally correct the deviation, the self-consciousness, embarrassment, or awkwardness
that can result from such deviations is often enough to initiate corrective actions. Group norms can be so implicit
that they are taken for granted and operate under group members’ awareness.
Group rules and norms provide members with a sense of predictability that helps reduce uncertainty and increase
a sense of security for one’s place within the group. They also guide group members’ involvement with the group,
help create a shared social reality, and allow the group to function in particular ways without having actual people
constantly educating, monitoring, and then correcting member behaviors (Hargie, 2011). Of course, the degree to
which this is successful depends on the buy-in from group members.

Group Pressures
There must be some kind of motivating force present within groups in order for the rules and norms to help govern
and guide a group. Without such pressure, group members would have no incentive to conform to group norms
or buy into the group’s identity and values. In this section, we will discuss how rules and norms gain their power
through internal and external pressures and how these pressures can have positive and negative effects.
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Even though group members are different, failure to conform to the group’s identity could create problems.
Airwolfhound – Odd one out – CC BY-SA 2.0.

Conformity
In general, some people are more likely to accept norms and rules than others, which can influence the interaction
and potential for conflict within a group. While some people may feel a need for social acceptance that leads
them to accept a norm or rule with minimal conformity pressure, others may actively resist because they have a
valid disagreement or because they have an aggressive or argumentative personality (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). Such
personality traits are examples of internal pressures that operate within the individual group member and act as a
self-governing mechanism. When group members discipline themselves and monitor their own behavior, groups
need not invest in as many external mechanisms to promote conformity. Deviating from the group’s rules and
norms that a member internalized during socialization can lead to self-imposed feelings of guilt or shame that can
then initiate corrective behaviors and discourage the member from going against the group.
External pressures in the form of group policies, rewards or punishments, or other forces outside of individual
group members also exert conformity pressure. In terms of group policies, groups that have an official admission
process may have a probation period during which new members’ membership is contingent on them conforming
to group expectations. Deviation from expectations during this “trial period” could lead to expulsion from the
group. Supervisors, mentors, and other types of group leaders are also agents that can impose external pressures
toward conformity. These group members often have the ability to provide positive or negative reinforcement in
the form of praise or punishment, which are clear attempts to influence behavior.
Conformity pressure can also stem from external forces when the whole group stands to receive a reward or
punishment based on its performance, which ties back to the small group characteristic of interdependence.
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A lthough these pressures may seem negative, they also have positive results. Groups that exert an appropriate
and ethical amount of conformity pressure typically have higher levels of group cohesion, which as we learned
leads to increased satisfaction with group membership, better relationships, and better task performance. Groups
with a strong but healthy level of conformity also project a strong group image to those outside the group, which
can raise the group’s profile or reputation (Hargie, 2011). Pressures toward conformity, of course, can go too
far, as is evidenced in tragic stories of people driven to suicide because they felt they couldn’t live up to the
conformity pressure of their group and people injured or killed enduring hazing rituals that take expectations for
group conformity to unethical and criminal extremes.

“Getting Critical”
Hazing: Taking Conformity Pressures to the Extreme
Hazing can be defined as actions expected to be performed by aspiring or new members of a group that are irrelevant to
the group’s activities or mission and are humiliating, degrading, abusive, or dangerous (Richardson, Wang, & Hall, 2012).
People who have participated in hazing or have been hazed often note that hazing activities are meant to build group
identification and unity. Scholars note that hazing is rationalized because of high conformity pressures and that people
who were hazed internalize the group’s practices and are more likely to perpetuate hazing, creating a cycle of abuse
(Campo, Poulos, & Sipple, 2005). Hazing is not new; it has been around in academic and athletic settings since ancient
Greece, but it has gotten much attention lately on college campuses as the number of student deaths attributed to hazing
behaviors has increased steadily over the past years. In general, it is believed that hazing incidents are underreported,
because these activities are done in secret within tightly knit organizations such as fraternities, sororities, and athletic
teams that have strong norms of conformity (Richardson, Wang, & Hall, 2012).
The urge to belong is powerful, but where is the line when it comes to the actions people take or what people are willing
to endure in order to be accepted? Hazing is meant to have aspiring group members prove their worth or commitment to
the group. Examples of hazing include, but aren’t limited to, being “kidnapped, transported, and abandoned”; drinking
excessively in games or contests; sleep deprivation; engaging in or simulating sexual acts; being physically abused; being
required to remain silent; wearing unusual clothes or costumes; or acting in a subservient manner to more senior group
members (Campo, Poulos, & Supple, 2005; Cimino, 2011). Research has found that people in leadership roles, who are
more likely to have strong group identification, are also more likely to engage in hazing activities (Campo, Poulos, &
Sipple, 2005). The same research also found that group members who have supportive friends outside of the organization
are more likely to remove themselves from a hazing situation, which points to the fact that people who endure hazing
may be doing so out of a strong drive to find the acceptance and belonging they do not have elsewhere.
1. What is your definition of hazing? When does something cross the line from a rite of passage or tradition to
hazing?
2. What are some internal and external pressures that might lead to hazing activities?
3. Do some research on hazing incidents on college campuses. What concepts from this chapter do you think
could be used in antihazing education campaigns to prevent incidents like the ones you researched?

Groupthink
Groupthink is a negative group phenomenon characterized by a lack of critical evaluation of proposed ideas or
courses of action that results from high levels of cohesion and/or high conformity pressures (Janis, 1972). We can
better understand groupthink by examining its causes and effects. When group members fall victim to groupthink,
the effect is uncritical acceptance of decisions or suggestions for plans of action to accomplish a task or goal.
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Group meetings that appear to go smoothly with only positive interaction among happy, friendly people may seem
ideal, but these actions may be symptomatic of groupthink (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). When people rush to agreement
or fear argument, groupthink has a tendency to emerge. Decisions made as a result of groupthink may range from
a poorly-thought-out presentation method that bores the audience to a mechanical failure resulting in death.
Two primary causes of groupthink are high levels of cohesion and excessive conformity pressures. When groups
exhibit high levels of social cohesion, members may be reluctant to criticize or question another group member’s
ideas or suggestions for fear that it would damage the relationship. When group members have a high level of task
cohesion, they may feel invincible and not critically evaluate ideas. High levels of cohesion may actually lessen
conformity pressures since group members who identify strongly with the group’s members and mission may not
feel a need to question the decisions or suggestions made by others. For those who aren’t blinded by the high
levels of cohesion, internal conformity pressures may still lead them to withhold criticism of an idea because the
norm is to defer to decisions made by organization leaders or a majority of group members. External conformity
pressures because of impending reward or punishment, time pressures, or an aggressive leader are also factors that
can lead to groupthink.
To Avoid Groupthink, Groups Should (Hargie, 2011)
• Divvy up responsibilities between group members so decision-making power isn’t in the hands of a
few
• Track contributions of group members in such a way that each person’s input and output is recorded so
that it can be discussed
• Encourage and reward the expression of minority or dissenting opinions
• Allow members to submit ideas prior to a discussion so that opinions aren’t swayed by members who
propose ideas early in a discussion
• Question each major decision regarding its weaknesses and potential negative consequences relative to
competing decisions (encourage members to play “devil’s advocate”)
• Have decisions reviewed by an outside party that wasn’t involved in the decision-making process
• Have a “reflection period” after a decision is made and before it is implemented during which group
members can express reservations or second thoughts about the decision

Group Conflict
Conflict can appear in indirect or direct forms within group interaction, just as it can in interpersonal interactions.
Group members may openly question each other’s ideas or express anger toward or dislike for another person.
Group members may also indirectly engage in conflict communication through innuendo, joking, or passiveaggressive behavior. Although we often view conflict negatively, conflict can be beneficial for many reasons.
When groups get into a rut, lose creativity, or become complacent, conflict can help get a group out of a bad
or mediocre routine. Conversely, conflict can lead to lower group productivity due to strain on the task and
social dimensions of a group. There are three main types of conflict within groups: procedural, substantive, and
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interpersonal (Fujishin, 2001). Each of these types of conflict can vary in intensity, which can affect how much
the conflict impacts the group and its members.

Procedural Conflict
Procedural conflict emerges from disagreements or trouble with the mechanics of group operations. In this type
of conflict, group members differ in their beliefs about how something should be done. Procedural conflict can
be handled by a group leader, especially if the leader put group procedures into place or has the individual power
to change them. If there is no designated leader or the leader doesn’t have sole power to change procedures (or
just wants input from group members), proposals can be taken from the group on ways to address a procedural
conflict to initiate a procedural change. A vote to reach a consensus or majority can also help resolve procedural
conflict.

Procedural conflict can often be resolved with a group vote.
Pixabay – CC0 Public Domain.

Substantive Conflict
Substantive conflict focuses on group members’ differing beliefs, attitudes, values, or ideas related to the purpose
or task of the group. Rather than focusing on questions of how, substantive conflicts focus on questions of what.
Substantive conflicts may emerge as a group tries to determine its purpose or mission. As members figure out how
to complete a task or debate which project to start on next, there will undoubtedly be differences of opinion on
what something means, what is acceptable in terms of supporting evidence for a proposal, or what is acceptable
for a goal or performance standard. Leaders and other group members shouldn’t rush to close this type of conflict
down. As we learned in our earlier discussion of groupthink, open discussion and debate regarding ideas and
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suggestions for group action can lead to higher-quality output and may prevent groupthink. Leaders who make
final decisions about substantive conflict for the sake of moving on run the risk of creating a win/lose competitive
climate in which people feel like their ideas may be shot down, which could lead to less participation. To resolve
this type of conflict, group members may want to do research to see what other groups have done in similar
situations, as additional information often provides needed context for conflict regarding information and ideas.
Once the information is gathered, weigh all proposals and try to discover common ground among perspectives.
Civil and open discussions that debate the merits of an idea are more desirable than a climate in which people feel
personally judged for their ideas.

Interpersonal Conflict
Interpersonal conflict emerges from conflict between individual members of the group. Whereas procedural
conflict deals with how and substantive conflict deals with what, interpersonal conflict deals with who. Such
conflict can be completely irrelevant to the functioning or purpose of the group, perhaps focusing instead on
personality differences. Interpersonal conflict can be the result of avoided or improperly handled procedural
or substantive conflict that festers and becomes personal rather than task focused. This type of conflict can
also result from differences in beliefs, attitudes, and values (when such differences are taken personally rather
than substantively); different personalities; or different communication styles. While procedural and substantive
conflict may be more easily expressed because they do not directly address a person, interpersonal conflict may
slowly build as people avoid openly criticizing or confronting others. Passive-aggressive behavior is a sign that
interpersonal conflict may be building under the surface, and other group members may want to intervene to avoid
escalation and retaliation. Leaders can also meet with people involved in interpersonal conflict privately to help
them engage in perception checking and act as mediators, if needed. While people who initiate procedural or
substantive conflict may be perceived by other group members as concerned about the group’s welfare and seen
as competent in their ability to notice areas on which the group could improve, people who initiate interpersonal
conflict are often held in ill-regard by other group members (Ellis & Fisher, 1994).

Primary and Secondary Tensions
Relevant to these types of conflict are primary and secondary tensions that emerge in every group (Bormann &
Borman, 1988). When the group first comes together, members experience primary tension, which is tension
based on uncertainty that is a natural part of initial interactions. It is only after group members begin to “break
the ice” and get to know each other that the tension can be addressed and group members can proceed with the
forming stage of group development. Small talk and politeness help group members manage primary tensions, and
there is a relatively high threshold for these conflicts because we have all had experiences with such uncertainty
when meeting people for the first time and many of us are optimistic that a little time and effort will allow us to get
through the tensions. Since some people are more comfortable initiating conversation than others, it’s important
for more extroverted group members to include less talkative members. Intentionally or unintentionally excluding
people during the negotiation of primary tensions can lead to unexpected secondary tensions later on. During
this stage people are also less direct in their communication, using more hedges and vague language than they
will later in the group process. The indirect communication and small talk that characterize this part of group
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development aren’t a waste of time, as they help manage primary tensions and lay the foundation for future
interactions that may involve more substantive conflict.
Secondary tension emerges after groups have passed the forming stage of group development and begin to have
conflict over member roles, differing ideas, and personality conflicts. These tensions are typically evidenced by
less reserved and less polite behavior than primary tensions. People also have a lower tolerance threshold for
secondary tensions, because rather than being an expected part of initial interaction, these conflicts can be more
negative and interfere with the group’s task performance. Secondary tensions are inevitable and shouldn’t be
feared or eliminated. It’s not the presence or absence of secondary tension that makes a group successful or not;
it’s how it handles the tensions when they emerge. A certain level of secondary tension is tolerable, not distracting,
and can actually enhance group performance and avoid groupthink. When secondary tensions rise above the
tolerance threshold and become distracting, they should be released through direct means such as diplomatic
confrontation or indirect means such as appropriate humor or taking a break. While primary tensions eventually
disappear (at least until a new member arrives), secondary tensions will come and go and may persist for longer
periods of time. For that reason, we will now turn to a discussion of how to manage conflict in group interaction.

Managing Conflict in Small Groups
Some common ways to manage conflict include clear decision-making procedures, third-party mediation, and
leader facilitation (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). Decision making is discussed in more detail in Chapter 14 “Leadership,
Roles, and Problem Solving in Groups”, but commonly used methods such as majority vote can help or hurt
conflict management efforts. While an up-and-down vote can allow a group to finalize a decision and move on,
members whose vote fell on the minority side may feel resentment toward other group members. This can create
a win/lose climate that leads to further conflict. Having a leader who makes ultimate decisions can also help move
a group toward completion of a task, but conflict may only be pushed to the side and left not fully addressed.
Third-party mediation can help move a group past a conflict and may create less feelings of animosity, since the
person mediating and perhaps making a decision isn’t a member of the group. In some cases, the leader can act as
an internal third-party mediator to help other group members work productively through their conflict.
Tips for Managing Group Conflict (Ellis & Fisher, 1994)
1. Clarify the issue at hand by getting to the historical roots of the problem. Keep in mind that perception
leads us to punctuate interactions differently, so it may be useful to know each person’s perspective of
when, how, and why the conflict began.
2. Create a positive discussion climate by encouraging and rewarding active listening.
3. Discuss needs rather than solutions. Determine each person’s needs to be met and goals for the
outcome of the conflict before offering or acting on potential solutions.
4. Set boundaries for discussion and engage in gatekeeping to prevent unproductive interactions like
tangents and personal attacks.
5. Use “we” language to maintain existing group cohesion and identity, and use “I” language to help
reduce defensiveness.
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Advantages and Disadvantages of Conflict
Remember that a complete lack of conflict in a group is a bad sign, as it indicates either a lack of activity or
a lack of commitment on the part of the members (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). Conflict, when properly handled, can
lead a group to have a better understanding of the issues they face. For example, substantive conflict brings
voice to alternative perspectives that may not have been heard otherwise. Additionally, when people view conflict
as healthy, necessary, and productive, they can enter into a conflict episode with an open mind and an aim to
learn something. This is especially true when those who initiate substantive conflict are able to share and defend
their views in a competent and civil manner. Group cohesion can also increase as a result of well-managed
conflict. Occasional experiences of tension and unrest followed by resolutions makes groups feel like they have
accomplished something, which can lead them to not dread conflict and give them the confidence to more
productively deal with it the next time.
Conflict that goes on for too long or is poorly handled can lead to decreased cohesiveness. Group members who
try to avoid a conflict can still feel anger or frustration when the conflict drags on. Members who consistently
take task-oriented conflict personally and escalate procedural or substantive conflict to interpersonal conflict
are especially unpopular with other group members. Mishandled or chronic conflict can eventually lead to the
destruction of a group or to a loss in members as people weigh the costs and rewards of membership (Ellis &
Fisher, 1994). Hopefully a skilled leader or other group members can take on conflict resolution roles, which we
will discuss more in Chapter 14 “Leadership, Roles, and Problem Solving in Groups” in order to prevent these
disadvantages of conflict.

Key Takeaways
• Task cohesion refers to the degree of commitment of group members to the purpose and activities of the
group, and social cohesion refers to the degree of attraction and liking among group members. Group
climate refers to the relatively enduring tone and quality of group interaction that is experienced similarly by
group members. The degree of each type of cohesion affects the group’s climate. Groups can be very close
socially but not perform well if they do not have an appropriate level of task cohesion. Groups that are too
focused on the task can experience interpersonal conflict or a lack of motivation if the social cohesion,
which helps enhance the feeling of interdependence, is lacking.
• Group socialization refers to the process of teaching and learning the norms, rules, and expectations
associated with group interaction and group member behaviors. Group members are socialized by receiving
technical and social information. Cohesion plays a role in socialization, as groups that have high levels of
task and social cohesion are more likely to buy into the norms of the group. Socialization continues after a
member has joined, as members are officially or unofficially rewarded or punished for adhering to or
deviating from the group’s norms.
• Conformity pressures are an important force behind group socialization. Internal pressures such as an
internal drive to be seen as part of the group or to avoid feeling ashamed or guilty for deviating from the
group influence behavior and communication. Likewise, external pressures such as group policies and the
potential for reward or punishment also play into group dynamics. The pressures toward conformity can
manifest in groupthink, which is characterized by a lack of critical evaluation of proposed ideas, a high level
of agreement, and a fear of argument.
• Groups experience different kinds of conflict, including procedural, substantive, and interpersonal conflict.
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◦ Procedural conflict emerges from disagreements or trouble with the mechanics of group
operations and deal with questions about “how” a group should do something. A leader may be
able to resolve this conflict by changing or explaining a procedure or taking, from group
members, proposals for or votes on procedural revisions.
◦ Substantive conflict focuses on group members’ differing beliefs, attitudes, values, or ideas
related to the purpose or task of the group. Leaders and other group members should avoid
closing off this type of conflict before people have had a chance to be heard, as a lack of
substantive conflict can lead to groupthink. Instead, listen to all viewpoints, try to find common
ground, and then weigh and evaluate the information as a group.
◦ Interpersonal conflict emerges from personal conflict between individual members of a group.
Manage interpersonal conflict by getting to the root cause of the conflict. In some cases,
interpersonal conflict may be disguised as procedural or substantive conflict, or it may develop
as a result of poorly managed procedural or substantive conflict. Leaders, group members not
directly involved in the conflict, or even outside third parties may also be able to effectively
mediate interpersonal conflict.

Exercises
1. Group cohesion and climate are important dynamics within a small group. Identify and then compare and
contrast a current or former small group that was cohesive and one that was not cohesive, including a
discussion of how the presence or lack of cohesion affected the group’s climate.
2. Groupthink is a negative group dynamic that relates to cohesion and conformity pressures. Several historic
events with far-reaching and devastating implications have been analyzed through the lens of groupthink.
Choose one of the following examples, and do some Internet research on your own. Then explain how
groupthink played a role in the event.
◦ The Watergate scandal and cover-up (1972–74)
◦ The space shuttle Challenger explosion (1986)
◦ The rationale for the invasion of Iraq—specifically the supposed existence of weapons of mass
destruction (2001–2)
3. Getting integrated: How might you handle group conflict differently in an academic context versus a
professional context? Why? Include a reference to a specific type of conflict discussed in this section and
discuss which conflict management strategies discussed in the chapter might be best in each context.
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