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In an essay written to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary ol the WEII=

L NORMATIVE MODEL OF WORK TEAM EFFECTIVENESS!

known Hawthuvne studies at Western Electric Corporation, Harold Leavitt (1975)
observed:

Far and away the most powerful and belcved tool of appiied
behavioral scientists is the small face-to-face group. Since the
Western Electric researches, behavioral scientists have been
learning to understand, exploit and love groups. Groups attracted
interest initially as devices for improving the implementation of
decisions and to increase human commitment and motivation. They are
now loved because they are also creative and innovative, they often
make better quality decisions than individuals, and because they
make organizational life more livable for people. One can't hire an
anplied behavioral scientist into an organization who within ten
minutes will not want to call a group meeting and talk things
over... (p. 76)

Lezavitt's paper, entitled "Suppose We Tock Groups Seriously...," raises
the pcssibality that both people and organizations would be better off if
groups, rather than indiv:iduals, were the basic building blocks in the design
and management of organizations. Recent trends in organizational
practice--such as the increasing use of guality circles, autonomous work
groups, project teams, and management task forces--suggest that groups are

indeed becoming a popular way to get things done in organizations.

- ! This chapter will appear in the Handbock of organizational behavior, edited
: by Jay Lorsch (Prentice-Hall, forthcoming) under the title "The Design of

) Work Teams." 1t was prepared ac part of a research project on group

p: performance suppcrted by the Office of Maval Rasearch (Grganizaticnal

e Effectiveness Pesearch Program, Contract Ho. 00014-80-C-0555 to Yale

University). The helpful comments and suggestions ¢f Clay alderfer, Susan

Cchen, Fuss Eisenstat, Connle Gersaick, Judith Hackman, and Bill Kahn are

gratefully acknowledned.
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While groups can yield the kinds of benefits Leavitt discusses, they also
have a shady side, at least as thev typically are designed and managed in
contemporary organizations. They can, for example, waste the time and energy
of members,'rather than use them well. They can enforce norms of low rather
than high productivity (Whyte, 1955). They sometimes make notoriously bad
decisions (Janis, 1982). Patterns of destructive conflici can arise, both
within and between groups (Alderfer, 1977). And groups can exploit, stress,
and frustrate their members--sometimes all at the same time (Hackman, 1976).

Clearly, if Leavitt's vision is to be realized, we must expand what we
know about how to design, manage, and consult to work groups 1in organizations.
There is currentiy no well-tested and accepted body of research and theory to
guide practitioners in using groups to do werk, nor do we have a documented
record of success in using behavioral science technigues to help groups beccme
more efrective.

This chapter assesses what ve do know ahout the design and management of
work groups, provides a ccrniceptual model for integrating and extending that
knowledge. and offers some :Ction guidelines for structuring, supporting, and

manaying Groups in contemporary organlizations.

CERVIEW
The chapter is organized in three major sections. We begin by assessing
the f:ndings frem descriptive research on group behavior. Research in this
tradition seeks to generate xncwledge about what actually happens in groups
and to develop generalizations about the associations among varicus features
of the group and 1its context. To explore the implications of descriptive

research for work group effectiveness, we use an input-process-output

P




framework. This framework posits that various input factors (such as features
of the group, its task, and its work context) affect group interaction process

(i.e., the interpersonal transactions that take place among members) which in

bk ‘_MA.MAL.MAM‘MMJ

turn affects the output of the group. 1Ideally, one should be able to discover
how group interaction mediates between the way a group is set up and the
results of its work--including its performance effectiveness. It turns out,
however, that research in the descriptive tradition has produced neither a set
of empirical generalizations sturdy erocugh to guide managerial practice nor
interventions that reliably improve group performance.

hs an alternative, we next present and discuss a normative model of group

; . effectiveness. This model departs from the descriptive approach in two ways. 5
First, the focus is on a single (albeit multidimensional) outcome: work group E
effectiveness. Second, the model identifies potentially manipulable aspects
of the group (and of its work context) that are particularly potent in
promoting team effectiveness, thereby providing a basis for diagnosing the
strengths and weaknesses of groups as performing units. While based in part
on findings from descriptive research, the normative mcdel is essentially a
. theoretical statement in which existing knowledge is reconfigured to make it
more useful in improving work team effectiveness,
&
E ‘ The final secticn of the chapter draws out the implications of the
' normative model, and suggests the beginnings of an action model of group
‘ effectiveness. The focus here is on what one would actually do to create and
maintain an effective work team. Beyond its use as a guide for designing,
managing, and consulting to work teams, the acticn model also provides a means
for testing and revising the normative model on which it is based (i.e.. by
determining the degree to which changes suggested by the normative model

result in improvements in performance).
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DESCRIPTIVE RESEARCH ON GROUP BEHAVIOR AND EFFECTIVEMNESS

There have been literally thousands of research studies of group behavior
and performance. The great majority of them describe what takes place in
various Kinds of groups or map the empirical associations among variables that
characterize a group, its performance context, and its products. These
studies aim to develop and test generalizaticns that chart vhat happens in
groups reliably, validly, and relatively comprehensively.?

A general framework for organizing and systematizing this work has been
developed by McGrath (e.g., 1964) and is depicted in Figure 1. The framework
classifies both input and output variables into three sets: those that
describe individual ¢roup members, those that describe the group as a whole,
and those that describe the environment in wnich the group operates. In
principle, all relevant variables can be assessed at any two points in time
(1centified in the figure as t:.and ty), making it possible to trace changes
in the state of the system over a specified time period.

A Key assumptlon of the framework is that input states affect group
outputs via the interaction that takes place among members. If, for exarple,
a highly cohesive group (input at tl) were to perform better on some task
(output at t,) than a group low in cohesiveness, it should be possiblie to
explain the performance difference by comparing the interaction processes of
the two groups. Perhaps members of the cohesive group talked more about their

work, and encouraged each other to work hard and guickly. Or perlhaps they

2 For an early (but still useful) review and intecration of literature on
small group behavior, see McGrath and Altman (1$66). Current reviews are
provided by Hare (197&), licGrath and Krawitz (1982), Davis and Hinsz (1922),
and McGrath (1983). 1In addition, a book edited by Payne and Cooper (1981)
provides substantive analyses of a number of different types of groups
commonly used in organizations (e.g., policy-making Groups, projecti groups,
negotiating teams, and so on).

U SN
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An input-process-output framework for amalyzing group
(Adapted from McGrath, 1964)




simply spent more time together, and used part of that time for extra work on
the task. Whatever the explanation for this (hypnthetical) finding, it should
be discernible in the group interaction.3

Most research and theory in the descriptive tradition shares McGrath's
assumption that process mediates input-cutput relationships. Tais is not
surprising: group interaction 1is readily apparent in all groups, it is
interesting, we know some things about how to study it--and besides, something
has to mediate between input and output states. Yet, as will be seen below,
the input-process-output paredigm may have misdirected the search for useful
knowledge about group effectiveness. Contrary to what one would hope, the key

is not always under the lamppost where the light is brightest.

Eesearch on Group Behavior

Descriptive frameworks such as the one 1llustrated in Figure 1 are
helpful in organizing, summarizing, and 1ntegrating empirical research on
groug behavior. &And a review of the links and categories in this framework
reveals that we have learned quite a bit about group behavior over the last
few decades. For example, ve now have a reascnably good understanding of the

patterns of group process that are typical of various kinds of groups. &and

several useful descriptive models of the grovp development process have been

based on thece findings.® The input-process link 1n the framework also has

3 It 1s, of course, necessary %o select an appropriate time interval and to
focus on the most important aspects of interaction process 1f this kind of
analysis 1s to be successful. These decisions cften are far from
straightforwvard.

Research describing group interaction and charting 1t over time stemmed
primarily frem the Bales {(1950) method for coding group interaction. For a
description of the current, multiple-level version of the Eales
observaticnal methodelogy, see Bales anc Cchen (1979); other methods for
describing aroup process are reviewed by Hare (1982, Ch. 1-4). Group
development models ars reviewed by Hare (1976, Ch. 4) and Tuckman (19€5).

O Ittt T VY S 3 .
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received a good deal of research attention, with special emphasis on the
effects of group composition variables (i.e., group size and the attributes of

group members).® Research on process-outcome relationships has emphasized the

impect of group interaction on the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of
individual group members, and the ways that interaction shapes the outcomes of
group decision-making and problem solving.®

A great deal of research has been done on input-output relations in small
groups. These studies have examined the effects of many different input
variables on the subsequent behavior and attitudes of individual members, on
changes in the state of the group as a social system, and on group performance
outcomes. While input-output studies have not turned out to be as cumulative
as group researchers had expected (cf. McGrath & Altman, 1966), some important

findings and insights have emerged.’

5 Fer an early but still cogert review of findings on size-process
relationships, see Thomas and Fink (1963). For the seminal work cn group
composition and member compatibility, see Schut2z (1958). The relationship
between member personality and behavior in groups s explored in detail by
Bales (1970).

¢ For an overview of group influences on individuals in organizations, see
Hackman (1976). L.iterature on the way grcup interaction can result in
"choice shifts" (i.e., choosing riskier or more conservative courses of
action following group discussion) is reviewed by livers and Lamm (1976). an
overview of research on group decision processes is provided by Hagao,
Vollrath and Davis (1978). Jeanis (1852; provides a nistorical analyceis of
the effects of grous i1nteraction on policy decasions. Finaliy, a proagram of
research showing how solutions gain credence and eventual ucceptance as a
function of what transpires in group discussions 1s summarized by Hoffman
(1979b).

! For example, Steiner (1%72) has develcped an informative set of models
showing how the effect of group size on group productivity Jdepends on the
kind of task being performed. In the decision-making area, Davis and his
colleagues (e.g., Davis, 1972; Stasser & Dav:is, 1981) have devised and
tested sophisticated guantitative models that show how the prediscussion
preferences of grous members (1n i1nteractaon with other variables) combine
to determine both decisicn outcomes and members' postdiscussion preferences.
licGrath (1933, Cn. €) reviews 1ndput factors that influence group
performance on problem-solvirg and intellective tasks.

aliiing,

2
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Two characteristics of input-output research on group behavior merit
special note, as they have potentially important implications for the
development of an action-oriented model of group task effectiveness. First,
the relationships obtained appear to depend substantially on the properties of
the group task being performed. Findings for one type of task often turn out
not to hold for groups working on different kinds of tasks.® Second, while
research repcrts typilcally discuss how group interacticn process may mediate
input-output relationships, they usually do so inferentially--that is, by
specifying vhat members may have done, or logicallv had to have done, to
account for the results. Rarely has the mediating role cf group process been
assessed empirically. Horeover, few substantive findings have emerged that
are useful as guides for creating and maintaining effective work teams
\Hackman & Morris, 1973).

How are we to urderstand these gaps 1n the group performance literature?
Has the high cost of conducting process studies damperned the interest of
researchers 1n examining input-process-perfcrmance relationships? Gr have the
serious methodological proklems that pervede this kind of research? so
compromised its findings that one cannot be _ure what has been found? While

these possibilaties are credible, the problem may run deejer, as will be seen

below.

B For an excellent typology of group tasks, and a summary of what has been
learned sbout group behavior and performance for each of them, see McGrath

{1933).

% For example: choousing the proper categories for coding interaction, devising
appropriate analytic models for making sense of interaction patterns, and
dealing with anconsistencies in the behavior of groups across tasks and
settings (Hacxkman & iorris, 1575, pp. 56-G1).

|
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Implications for Team Effectiveness

If we had a robust set of generalizations that allowed us to predict, on
the basis of prior assessments of input and process variables, how well a
group would perform, then we should be able to translate these generalizations
into prescriptions for the design and management of work teams. This is
exactly what some scholars and practitioners mean by "applied social science':
collecting the products of b.sic research and theory and using them as action
guides in the world of prac:ice.

It 15 an inviting vi:w of the relationship between scholarship and
practice, and if I could have written this chapter in accord with that view I
would have been tempted to do so.!? It would have been a relatively
straightforward task of summarizing what has been learned in research on group
behavior, and then using those summaries Lo generate guidelines for action.

Unfortunately, the research literature reviewed above suggests that such
an undertzking would not be very fruitful. For one thing, existing
generalizations about group behavicr are neither strong enough nor stable
enough to serve as guides for managerial practice. The generalizability of
our findings appears to be gquite low, and we do not have a good understanding
of what 1s respcnsible for the seeming instability of our results across tasks
and settings (Vidmar & Hackman, 1971).

Moreover, when research has revealed statistically reliable asscciations
between group effect,veness and varlous input or process variables, those
associations have tended to be relatively weak and/or highly dependent on a
particular task and situational context. A mznager might think twice before

making a significant group or organizational change in hopes of realizing a

10 4 geod attempt to do this for group behavior, and one that acknowiedges the
limitat:ons of such an approach, is provided by Hoffman (1973a).




«ga

barely discernible improvement in team effectiveness.

Firally, some of the variables that have been shown to relate to group
performance (e.g., certain aspects of group interaction process or the
culturai milieu within which the group operates) are not useful as points of
intarvention in designing and managing teams. In some cases, change of the
variable is impractical (it would take a long time, for example, to modify the
overall culture of an organization). 1In others, the focal variable itself is
more a sign than a cause of performance problems. As will be seen below, this
is the case for certain aspects of group interaction process.

The bulk of this chapter is devoted to an alternative, explicitly action-
oriented approach to analyzing the performance cf work groups in
organizations. Before proceeding, however, it 'nay be worthwhile to look a
little more closely at the reasons why the descriptive-empirical approach has
not given rise to an "applied social psychology of group e¢ffectiveness.” We
will give special attention to {a) the variables typically chosen for study 1in
aroup effectiveness research, and (b) how group interaction process typically
is conceived and measured. In these discussions we will find some clues to
quide the development of & normative model of team effectiveness,

The Choice of Variables

*

A great deal of research on small groups has been conducted in the
experimental laboratory. It 1is sometimes argued that laboratory research,
bezause cf 1ts inherent artificiality, is not useful in understanding
organizational phenomena. That argument is misplaced: «when appropriately
concelved and executed, laboratory research can generate powerful tests of
conceptual prepositions--including propositions about organizational phenomena

(Weick, 1955). The trick 1s to be sure that the phenomena of interest are
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actually created in the laboratery, and to make the right decisions about what
variables to manipulate (or measure), what variables to control, and what
variables to ignore (Runkel & McGrath, 1972).

Laboratory studies of groups have tended to focus on personal and

interpersonal variables, and to hold constant or ignore contextual variables.

Indeed, laboratory researchers learn quickly that one had better control

variables such as the group task, experimenter-subject relationships, reward
system properties, and the demand characteristics of the setting where the
research takes place. iiot to do so is to invite these variables to overvhelm
the more subtle intra- or inter-personal phenomena one is attempting to study.

The major contextual influence in the laboratory, then, is the
experimenter: it is he or she who decides where the study will be conducted,
recruits the subjects and forms them intc groups, selects and assigns the
group task, chocses what rewards will be available and admninisters them,
provides groups with the informaticn and they need to do their work,
and establishes the basic norms of conduct for the research setting. 1In all,
the experimenter serves as a powerful context for the group, and (if expert in
his or her role) makes sure that all groups are treated as nearly the same as
possible,

Thus, in the interest of good experimental practice, some of the
variables tha t ! 1ly affect vhat henpens in groups are fixed at

constant levels, thereby maxing 1t impossible to learn about their effects.

Ey contrast, the approach to work group effectiveness presented in this
chapter gives special emphasis tc the design of groups as performing units,
and to their relations with their organizational contexts--an emphasis also
seen 1n many stete-of-the-art action projects involving work teams in

organizat:ions (e.a., Foza & Markus, 19z0).
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The Role of Group Process

Developing usable knowledge about group performance may require some L
changes in how we deal with group interaction process--in research (by no
longer sufficing with descriptions of whatever interaction happens to develop 4,
naturally in work teams), in intervention (by reconsidering the viability of
process as an intervention target), and in theory (by reconceptualizing the
role of process in the causal chain that links input and output states).
These three possibilities are explored helow.

The descriptive emphasis. When social psychologists study group

interaction, they typically focus on group processes that develop naturally,
without direct process interventions. When competently done, these studies
help us understand how groups function in the laboratory or field settings N “;#{
where the data were collected. |

But what if the kinds of group processes typically observed were

dysfun:tional for group task effectiveness? Perhaps most groups operate in
ways that minimize the freguency of anxlety-arousing episodes, but in the
process avoid difficult task problems. Or perhaps group members generally are
not very adept at coordinat:ing their efforts, or at drawing out and using each
other's task-relevant knowledge and skill.

If this were the case, descriptive studies would document the
dysfunctiorality of group interaction, scholars would conclude that group

process serves mainly to impair group effectiveness, research attention would

focus on urnderstanding the nature and extent of "process ).sses" in task-
criented groups, and interventionists vould try to help groups solve their
process problems. and, in fact, this 1s approxima%tely .hat has happened in

social psychological reseavch on group performance. R
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Consider, for example, Steiner's (1972) model of group process and
productivity, which is probably the most widely accepted way of thinking about
process-productivity relationships. Steiner posits that the actual
productivity of a group is equal to its theoretical potential productivity
(i.e., what would be achieved if all existing resources were optimally used)
minus inevitable losses due to group process. No provision is made for any
"process gains'" that might result from the interaction among group members.

Few social psychological studies have addressed the possibility that
groups might perform better if members worked together in ways that differ
from typical interaction patterns. Argyris (1969) argues that this is a
serious failure of sccial psychological theory. To develop knowledge useful
in creating effective work teams, he suggests, it may be necessary to move
beyond descriptive research to a more normative and action-o-iented
approach--attempting to create and test novel patterns of group interaction,
Ways mewbe€ls cdn work together that not only reduce process losses but alse
foster synergistic prccess gaans.

Usefulness as a point of intervention. Although process interventions

are not often employed in social psychological research con group performance,
they are guite popular in consultative work with groups--for theoretical

reasons certainly (see Cooper, 1975), but also because process difficulties

nscives s6 vividly. It is e€asy to seé wasied time and eifort

uuuuuu 7

dysfunctional conflict among members, and a variety of other process pioblems
vhen observing e group that is having trouble with its work. A&nd it may be
very difficult for an interventionist to pass up the opportunity to provide

consustative help with such problems.

D
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A fairly extensive literature has developed on the effects of process
interventions as a consultative tool. These studies probe the effects of a
wide variety of intervention techniques, including eclectic process
consultation, systematic role negotiation, training in group relations skills,
and the use of structured procedures that minimize spontaneous group
interaction.!! Research findings on the efficacy of process interventions can
be roughly summarized as follows:

1. Interventions that focus directly and primarily on the quality of
relationships among members usually succeed in changing member attitudes,
sometimes atffect behavior in the group, but have no consistent effects on
group performance effectiveness (for reviews, see Friedlander & Brown, 1974,
Kaplan, 1979, and Woodman & Sherwood, 1980). The same appears to be true for
structured technigues aimed at improving group creativity.!?

2. Interventions that structure cgroup interaction to minimize
cpportunities for "process losses" do improve team effectiveness fcr certain
kinds of groups and tasks (Green, 19753; Stumpf, Zand & Freedman, 1979). Like

the rules of parliamentary procedure, such interventions aim to (a) limit the

1 “Process consultation' is a general term used to describe interventions
intencded to help grour members develop rnew, more task-effective ways of
working together. In 1ts most flexible form, the consultant and the grcup
work together to diagnose the state of the group and to plan changes based
on that diagiausis {Schein, 19€9). Four more focussed approaches to team
development are identified and discussed by Beer (1976): {a) goal-setting
ané prodblem-sclving consultations, (b) assistance in improving
interpersonal relationships among members, (c) role definition and
negotiation, and (d) integrated cornsultative approaches such as the
managerial grid (e.g., Blake & Ilfouton, 1969). Still other process
interventions involve the introduction of highly structured procedures for
doing the vork of the group--such as the Nominal Group Technique (Delbecq,
Van de Ven & Gustafsorn, 1975), and various creativity-enhancing procedures
(for a compilation angd review of these, see Stein, 1975).

12 The best-researchied of these techniques 1s brainstorming {(Osborn, 1957).
For evidence on the efficacy of brainsterming, sees Dunnette, Campbell and
Jaastad (1963) and the review by Stein (1973).

S
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amount of spontaneous interaction that can occur among members and/or (b)
structure the interaction that does take place so as to minimize the

opportunity for dysfunctional group processes to develop. Indeed, in the

Delphi technique (Dalkey, 1967; Delbecqy, Van de Ven & Gustafson, 1975) members
communicate only through summaries of their inputs compiled by a coordinator,
eliminating the possibility of any spontaneous member-to-member interaction.
In sum, research findings regarding process interventions suggest that
structuied technigues that minimize process losses (or reduce their effects)
can be lelpful. On the other hand, interventions that attempt to improve the

quality of interpersonal relations among members or to promote synergistic

"process gains" appear not to yield relijable improvements in group task

effectiveness,

The rcle of process in the causal chain. The findings about process

]
. 1
i interventions raise some difficult guestions about how group interaction |
{
. i ) ) . i
! relates to team ettectiveness. Why do process interventlons seem tc help only |
i
. when they constrain (or highly structure) interaction among members? Why do !
i i
% consultations that help members relate better to one another not result in |
. more reliable or substantial improvements in performance? Why do groups
r
% plagued with conflict and dissension sometimes perform better than those with |
b | | !
4 an abundance of warmth and mutual respect among members? What, indeed, 1s the
’ . . :
! role of Gioup 1nt raction process in transteorming input states into
W
2 performance cutcomes?
One way of dealing with these questions is proposed in the normative
¥

model of group effectiveness to be described in the second part of this
chapter. As background for that discussicn, let us look briefly at two
ressons why traditional conceptions of group process may have muddled

understanding about 1ts mediating role.
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1. & basic premise of the input-process-output medel is that input
states affect performance outcomes exclusively through their intermediate
effects on how members interact with one another. This model is so ingrained

in our thinking about group behavior that it is hard to imagine alternatives.

Yet there are some alternatives, as illustrated in Parts B and C of Figure 2. ,.

Part A of the figure shows the traditional model. The alternative in
Part B suggests that both group process and performance effectiveness are
consequences of the way a group is set up and managed. In this view, groups
that are well designed and well supported have a better chance of achieving
excellence in process and in performance than do groups with poor designs or
unsupportive organizational contexts. The quality of group interaction would
be correslated with group performance in this model--but would not determine
t.

Another alternative is 1llustrated in Part C of Figure 2. Here again,

variables also have reciprocal effects on each other. This model suggests
that group interaction doss medlate the impact of input conditions--but also
that performance outcomes influence group interaction. The latter proposition
may seem an impossibility, cince performance comes later in time than the
interaction it 1s said to affect. However, the impossibility applies only to
short-term, cne-shot groups of the type run in experimental laboratories.

Work groups 1n organizations typically proceed through multiple performarce
episodes, even in getting a single plece of work done, providing many
oprortunities for grsup interaction to be affected by how vell a quroup

performs.13

13 Reflection on one's own experilences in groups that are failing ("through no
fault of ours!"), or that are succeeding beyond anyone's expectation ('we
mus* be charmed!") w11l crovide some nonscientific evidence for the

existence of a performance-to-process causal link.
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Figure 2. Three ways of construing input-process-output relations
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Data are not currently available to determine whether these alternative

perspectives are better representations of what happens in task-performing

groups than the traditional view presented in Figure 1. They do, however,

prompt us to think about the determinants of group effectiveness in ways that

wve might otherwise overlook. They raise the possibility, for example, that

group interaction may be as useful as an indicator of how a group is doing in

its work (i.e, as diagnostic data) as it is as a point of intervention for

improving group effectiveness. BAnd the alternative models encourage us to

search for "inpput" factors (such as how a group is designed and linked to the

surrounding organization) that can foster both high quality group process and

effective task performance.
2. 1t may be that we have been looking at the wrong aspects of group

process and examining them at the wrong level of analysis. When consultants

or managers address the interaction process of a group, they usually focus on

the interpersonal transactions that take place withain the group: wnhou is

talking with whom {(or not doing so), who is fighting with whom, who is pairing

up vith whom, and so orn. Such interpersonal behaviors can tell a trained

observer a great deal about social and emotional issues that are alive in the
group, including issues driven by unconscious forces as well as those c¢f which
members are aware (see, for example, Colman & Bexton, 1975).

I1f, however, we are interested in group effectiveness, it may bc more

appropriate to focus on those aspects of interaction that relate directly to a

group's work on 1its task. It should be possible, for example, to assess

whether a gioup 1s using the energy and talents of i1ts members well (rather

than wasting or misagplying them), and to determine whether the group
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