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An Experimental Investigation of the Effects
of Orientation on Consensus and the
Qualifty of Group Solutions

An Absfragi

This study investigated the effects of orientation on consensus and
the guality of group solutions. Furtherrore, consensus and solution
quality were correiated in an attempt fto determine whether 2 positive
correlation existed between the two variables. Research has indicated
that orientation is positively related to the achievement of consensus
in small groups; in addition, it has been suggested that orientation is
related positively to the quality of group solutions. Based on the
research, the foliowing hypotheses were formuiated:

Hy Groups containing an individual engaging in “high
orientation® behavior will be significantly closer to
consensus than groups containing an individual engaging
in "“low orientation' behavior for a auestion of fact.

Ho Groups contairing an individual engaging in "high crientation"
behavior will produce significantly higher quality solutions
than groups containing an individual engaging in " low
orientation’ behavio-.

Hy A high positive correlation will be found between <onsensus
scores and the quality of the group solutions.

Fifty groups comprised of five members each were used in this
experiment. £ach group was comprised of four S's and a confederate
trained to exhibit either high or fow orientation. Both S's and
confederates were students from the hasic ccmmunication course at
111inois State University. Twenty groups containad confederates
trained in exhibiting high orientation while 30 groups contained con-
federates trained in exhibiting low orienftation. All groups performed
the "NASA Space Exercise' (Hall, 1971) as part of a class exercise.

Significant differences in consensus were found between high and
fow orientation groups to support Hypothesis |. Hypothesgs 2 and 3
were not supported.




An Experimental Investigation of the Effects
of Orientation on Consensucs and the
Quaiity of Group Solutions

Introduction

Communication scholars'! assessrent of the status of small group research
(Bormann, 1970; Gouran, 1970; pdortenson, 1970; Larsor, 1971) have consistently
agreed that an overabundence of disjointed and unrelated research findings
exist in the area cf small group communication. tortenson (1970) has stated
that "the disjointed and Incoherent tenor of much group research is evident
in the very absence of an underiying theoretical framework for the enormous
body of literature published year after year (p. 304). Gouran (1970) has
attributed the lack of theory building in smal! group research fo three
problems pertaining fo the manner in which much researcn has been conducted.
First, the rationale for doing a sfudy is often poorly conceived and even
more poorly explicated. Second, a need exists for researchars fo ask
meaningful questions initially and then to select the most appropriate
strategies for answering them. Finally, Gouran stated the need for agree-
rent among small group researchers with respect to establishing priorities
of variables most in need of study.

in an attempt to provide some direction for communication scholars,
Gouran (1971) asserted that the decision~making process be restored as the
first priority of investigation in small group research. He suggested that
researchers focus their investigations on four outcowes related To the group
decision-making process. Those being: (I) Consensus; (2) quality of
decisions; (3) effects of group decision-making on group cohesiveness; and
(4) group members' satisfaction with group decisions. With the above
criticisms and suggestions in mind, the relationship between orientation,
consensus, and the guality of group solutions became the focus of this

study.
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Review of Literature

Scholars interested in small group research view consensus as one of the
rost essential elements in group problem-solving. McBurney and Hance (19507,
Balrd (1937), Phillips (1966), Gulley (1963), Bormann (1969), Barnlund and
Haiman (1960), and Keltner (1957) have emphasized the imporfance of con-
sensus in iﬁfroducfory group discussion textbooks. Al+hough the above
authors have indicated the importance of consensus as a goa! or outcome in
group communication, they present no empirical evidence to support their
claims. Lititle evidence has been provided to validate the assumption that
consensual decisions are in fact higher in auvality than non-consensual
decisions. Should communication researchers fail tc validate this assumption,
they might begin to reevaluate the importance of consensus as a qgoal in group
communication,

In the past few years, a continuous flow of research has contributed to
the variables affecting consensus. Researchers found orientation behavior
to be a prominent variable in group interaction and consensus. Carter {{954)
found three dimensions of group behavior. One of these dimensions closely
corresponded to the definition of orientation employed by Gouran {1969},
Gouran operaticnalized orientation as:

A statement is said to give orientation if it reflects

an attempt on the part of the maker to facilitate the

achieverent of a group's goal by using facts, making help-

ful suggestions, or trying to resolve conftict (p. 388).

Couran attempted fTo identity variables which distinguished the state-
ments of three consensus groups from the statements of three non-consensus
groups in discussions on three questions of policy. Orientation was found
to be more related fo consensus than any of the other seven variables under

investigation.
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Gouran's findings provided a firm basis for further research.

Knutson (1972) examined the relationship befween orienfation and consensus.
Using confederates, Knufson manipulated orientation behavior in discussions
of questions of policy. He found that groups in the "high orientation”
condition came closer to consensus than the groups in both the "low"

and "no" orlentation conditions.

Kline (1972) investigated the total amount of orientation behavior
within group discussions by eliminating the confederates from the design.
Kline obtained results similar to those found by Knutson. High orientation
groups came closer to achieving consensus than low orientation groups.

The Gouran (1969), Knutscn (1972), and Kline (1972) investigations
have indicated that orientation was related significantly to a group's
ability fo achieve consensus for questions of policy. At least one study
has suggested a positive relationship between orientation behavior and the
qual ity of group solutions. Hall and Hafsén (1971) investigated whefher
untrained persons could become effective group members by simply reading
a list of discussion rules instead of going through a full training
program, The rules closely rcsembled the c¢riteria established by
Gouran (1969) and Knutson (1972) for high orientation behavior. Sixteen
groups were given rules while sixteen other groups solved the problem
without using the rules. All thirty-two groups performed the NASA Space
Problem. The investigators found thet uninstructed groups obtained
significantly poorer quality solutions than the Instructed groups. These
iindings indicated that rules which closely approximate a high orientation

condition favorably influence the quality of the group solution.

SUMMARY
Orientation has been found to affect the abitity of a group to achieve

consensus on questions of policy. Orientation, however, has not heen



investigated in relation to consensus for questions of fact. Research has
also suggested fthat orientation may be refated positively to the qualify of
group solutions. Afthough orientation has been linked to both consensus and
solufion quality, the relationship between consensus and solution quality

has not been determined. Therefore, the following hypotheses were formulated:

HYPOTHESES
Hy Groups containing an Individual engaging in "high orientation"
behavior will be significantly closer 1o consensus than groups

containing an individual engaging in "low orientation’ behavior
for a question of fact.

H» Groups containing an individual engaging in high orientation
behavior will produce significantly higher quality soiutions
than groups containing an individual engaging in " low
orienftation" behavior.

Hz A high nositive correlation will be tound between consensus
scores and the quality of the group solutions.

Methodc logy
This section outlines the logistical and measurement procedures
‘employed in this study to determine more precisely the relationship between
orienfation, consensus, and solution quality. Furthermore, this section
describes the statistical procedures enployed in testing the theoretic

hypotheses.

Independent Variable

Orientation, the independent variable, refers to a specific behavior
by an individual. Two levels of orientation were studied in this experiment:
high and low. The leveis have been defined operationally as:
High Orientation: An attempt by an individual to resotlve
conflict, make helpful suggestions,

reinforce agreement, and encourage
participation.

Low Orientation: An attempt by an individual to
' intensify conitict, withhold
information, insist that no agree-
ment could be reached, and discourage
rarticipation.




Dependent Variables

Solution quality and cconsensus were the dependent variables of this
study. Six scales from the Perceived Consensus Test (PCT) (Knutson,
et al; 1973) were employed to measure consensus (see Appendix). Each
scalé was considered a measure of a separate dependent variable. Perceived

consensus was defined operationally as:

Perceived Consensus: The degree to which the group members
similarly responded to each PCT scale.

Solution quality, the second dependent variable in this study, was

defined operationally as:

Solution Quality: The group quaiity point score wbtained
on the NASA Test (Hall and Watson, [971).

Procedure

Two hundred l1linois Stzete University students enrolied in the intro-
ductory speech communication course during the Spring semester, 1973, were
assigned to fifty groups to perform the "NASA Test" (Hall and Wetsor, 1971).
Fifty different students from the same population were employed as confederates.
tach group consisted of four §fs and one confederate. The study was conducted
in several sections of the basic course as a class excrcise. S's were not
aware that they had participated in a communication research project.
Confederate training tapes were developed and employed fo train confederataes

during special fraining sessions.

Data Collection

All classroom instructors were given a packet containing all the
materials, instructicns, consensus measures, and other necessary information
prior to the day that the exercise was run in their class. {n each class,
the instructors formulated groups of five making sure that one confederate

was in each group. Groups were alloved 3° minufes to complete the problem.
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Following the exercise, each S and the confederate completed the Perceived
Consensus Test. S$'s and confederates alco rated cach other on orientation.
One rember in each group completed @& sheet on which the final group solution
was indicated. Instructoers then collected the materials and returned them

to the investigator for analysis.

Analysis of Data

Three analyses wers perforred to fest the theoretic hypotheses. The
Mann-Whitney U Test was used to analyze the first hypothesis. Analysis of
tne second hypothesis sought to determine whether a significant difference
in The quaiity of the group solutions existed between high and low orientation
groups. A one-way analysis of variance was performed to test the hypothesis.

A Pearson Product Moment correlation was employed to fest the third
hypothesis. This proczdure was utilized to determine whether a high corre-
lavion existed betfween consensus scores and solution quality.

In addition to the analyses required by the hypotheses, Ebel's
Infraciass Reliability Procedure (1¢31) was utilized fo determine an
estimated reliability of the combined raiirgs for the S's in each group.

In addition, a one-way analysis of variesnce was employed to determine
whether S's hac perceived the confederate's orientation differently in the
two conditic . The .05 level of confidence was uscd in reporting all

findings.

Fesults

Hypothesis |

Hypothesis | predicted that high orientation groups would be significantly
closer fo consensus than low orientation groups. Consensus scores were
analyzed by a Mann-Whitney U Test. A U Test was performed for each of the

[ERJ!:‘ six ifems on the Perceived Consensus Test. Significant U scores were
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obtained for each of the six items that were analyzed (see Appendix,

Table ). The results confirmed the prediction that high orientation groups
carre significantly closer to consensus then fow orientation groups for a
questior of_facf.

Hypothesis 11

Hypothesis 11 stated that high orientfation gro _.ps would produce
sianificantly higher quality solutions than low oricntaztion groupgs. A one-
way analysis of variance was employed to fest this hypothesis (see Appendix,
Table 2). The difference between the mean of the high orientation group
scores (X= 29.15) and those of low orientation group scores (X= 31.80)
yielded a nonsignificant + value (+= 1.58, py .C5). The hypothesis was
not confirmed.

Hypothesis |11

The third hypothesis predicted a hich positive correlation between
consensus scores and solution quatity. A Pearson Product Moment ccrrelation
was employed to test this hypotht3sis. Contrary to the prediction, no
significant correlation was found betweer, consensus and solution quality

(see Table 3),

TABLE 3

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN CONSENSUS ARD SOLUTION QUALITY

Consensus !temsg

| 2 3 4 5 6

Quality .08 .0

_\_ﬂ

.20 .C5 .02 .03

Correlations were not significant above zero.



Results of Manipulation Checks

The confederates' corientation behevior in both the high and low
orientation conditions was compared with a one-way analysis of variance
{(see Appendix, Tahle 4). The difference between the mean score fofjcon~
fedzrates in high orientation (X= 5.46) and the mean score for confederates
in low orientation (X= 2.88) yielded a significant F oratio (F= 103.4¢,
p<£.05). The results indicated that the confederates had been properly
trained to exhibit high and low orientation.

Ebet's intraclass Reliatility (1951) procedures were employcd to obtain
the estimated combined reliability for the 5's ratings in both concitions.
A significant corbined reliabilivy (r= .4%Z, pL.35) was obtained for
S's ratings in high orientation. A significant combined reliability
{r=.392, p.05) was obtaincy for S's ratings in low orientation. The

results indicated only moderate reliability for S's ratings in bc " conditions.

Discussion

The value of the present study is found in the questions that were
ganerated rather than answered. Clearly, the study has indicatcd the need
for additional research on orientation behavior, consensus, and the quality of
group solutions. Replication of the results found by ¥nutson (1972) and
Kiine (1972) has provided addiTional evidence ¢ suppori investigators'
claims that orientation behavior will significantly influence a group's
ability to achieve consensus for questions of fact as well as aquestions of
policy. However, several limitaticns associated with this investigation
provide some possible explanations for the failure to support the second
and third hypotheses.

Hypothesis 11 posited that high orientation groups would reach

significantly higher quality solutions than low orientation groups. One
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possible explanation for the failure tc support this predicticon may have

been the use of the NASA exercise (hall and Watson, 1971). NASH vas

employed in fthis study because the "instrument provided objective criteria

to evaluate quality. Furthermore, the exercise could be incorporated intc
the classroom without making students aware that they were pai ticipating

in research. However, NASA did not allow for the discovery of a creative
solution. broups.of S's rank ordered 15 items in terms of their importance
for survivel on the mooa. The problem requirec a choice to be made rather
than a soluticn to bte developed. Llorge, et al. (195€) has indicated that
policy problems wei'e more characteristic of the preoblems given fo groups in
real situations. The policy problem allows for creative solutions. The rank
order problem, however, is not the type of question over which groups normally
deliberate. Lorge, et al. (1958) aiso reported that thc trend of resaarch
has been away from the puzzle problems which are less characteristic of

jife situations.

A second problem of the IIASA exercise related to the fact that it was not
well adapted to the study's sample. Students have seldom pondercd the intra-
cacies of space travel and *he implements required for a successful journey.
Since {ASA neither allowed for creative solutions nor wvas it well adapted
to the sample, the possibility exists that S's perceived the exercise as
a nonsalient task for them to perform. Fast investigations of consensus have
regarded salierce as a significant factor and have ceontrolled for it appro-
priately. Gouran (1962) and Xnutson (1972) pretested a number ot differcent
discussion fopics for the S's. Assumirg that S's perceived the exercise as
a nonsalient task, the salierce rescarch suggests that S's were easily per-
suaded tc agree »n any solution in order to complete the task.

In light of these limitations, a questionable assumption remsins concern-

ing the quality of The NASA exercise as a means of distinguishing between
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the quality of group solutions. Future investigations of solution quality
should utilize a more realistic and viable research desian which involved
sclutions to questions of policy. FPesearchers should employ discussion
topics which were prefested and found salient to the expzrimental S's.
Solutions could then be evaluated by professors qualified by ftraining and
experience To render opinions of solution quality. The present study also
h-s indicated a need for ongoing research of the dimensions of quality.
Rescarchers might begin investigating individuals whose qualitative eval-
uations have consistently resulted in superior solutions or decision-making.
in other words, future research should begin investigating The dimensions
of qualifative evaluations. Descriptiva investigations utilizing multi-
variate analysis mignt provide the heuristic data necessary for stimulating
ongoing rescarch of the dimensions of quality.

A second l|imitation offering a possible explanation for the faiture to
support hypothesis || pertained to the manipulation of arientation.
Knutson (1272) in an attempt to explain fhe failure to find differences in
consensus between low and no orientation grouns, examined the combined
crientation behavior of the S's and the confederates (fotal crientation).
He found the ccwlederate's oricvicration behavior to be significantly
different while the tota’' orientation was identical. The same procedure
was emrployed in the present study fo explain the failure fo find significant
difference in the quallity of group solutlions. A one-wav analysis of variance
(sec Appendix, Teble 5) was used to compare the total orientation of the
groups in both conditions. The difference between the mean score (X= 21,26)
for high orientation groups and the mean score (Y% [9.11) for low orientation
groups yielded a significant F ratio (F= 7.97, p .05). Although the means
were significantly different, the investigator questions whether the

Qo differences were sufficiently meaningful +o produce significant differences in
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sofution quatity. These findings provide strong support for Knutson's
suggesticn that future research maniputate orientation without a coufedecate
in order to determine the total amount of orieniation behavior exhibited in
group discussions.

A final limitation with respect to The second hypothesis pertained to
the lack of experimental controls provided in the procedural instructions.
It must Le renembere& that the primary reason for conducting the research
as a class exercise was to eliminate demand characteristics so often
associated with laboratory investigations. Although each instiructor received
the same information, the instructions allowed for the possibility of smafl
procedural variations within each class. |In deveisoping the instructions,
the investigator failed to control for jrades. Some instructors grade
their students on the exercises done in class or on tneir clasc participation.
Sore S's may have assured that their perfcrmance was teing graded by the
instructor. The possibility exists that these S's viewed the exercise

rore seriously than S's who assured their perforrance was not being
S p g

eva luated.
Several limitations have been offered to explain the failure fo support
hypothests {1. Llimitations pertaining to confrol, the manipuiation of

orientation, and the probable inability of NASA o measure guality may

have also produced nonsignificant correlations for quality and consensus
scores., A second factor which méy have lowered the corretations related to
The range of scores obtained from the two measuring instruments wes thz MNASA
exercise which resulfed in a wide range of quality scores (10 to 71)
correlafed with the scores from the six PCT scales, A group score, for

each scale, was calculafted by surming the four S's responses. The calculation
resulted in six consensus scores per group. Consensus scores could range

from 4 to 28. .iowever, mean scores and standard deviations for each scale
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indicated that scores from both high and low orientation groups feil within
a range of 16 and 26 (see Appendix, Table 6). Consensus scores represented
a very narrow range. Guilford (1954) indicated that the possibility of
obtaining high correlations will decrease if the range of scores decreases
as well. Since S's responses fo the PCT scales represented a narrow range
of scores, the possibility exists that correlations between consensus and
quality were lowered.

The present study has indicated the rned for additicnal research on
orientation behavior, consensus and the quality of group solutions.
Perhaps more descriptive research would provide the greatest pay-off with
respect to defermining fthe factors related to qualitative evaluations,

solutlon quality, and consensus.
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Six Perceived Consensus Test Scales

Your group reached moderate agreement
on the topic you were discussing

— e e c— —— —— - —

e CA

There was a relatively warm, easy-

going atmosphere during your

discussion e
ce CA

Even if you had continued, your aroup

protably would not have reached agrec-

ment on the topic you were discussing
CcD CA

In general, the menbers in your group

discussed the topic in an understand-

able and orderly manner e
ch CA

Most of the merbers in your group

did not make any helpful suggestions

on the topic you were discussing

U CA

Some of the participants in your
group discussior were more close-
minded and opinionated than open-
minded and non-opinionated.
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TABLE |

SUMMARY OF FANN-UHITNEY U TEST RESULTS

I tem z Score

.002%
.O56%*
.984%
.333%
.920%
.408*

QD BWN -
BN DN

*Indicate a significant difference for consensus.

Tocll 2

SUIARY OF SGLUTICH SUALTTY FESULTS

Source of Variance df "ean Squares F
Between Groups ! 10¢:. B0 . 7844
Within Groups 43 | 36, 200

3Nc zianificant difference.

TAUGLE 4

SURMAE Y OF RATINGS OF CONFECEPATES' CRICLTATION BEHAVIOR

Source of Variance qf ean Cqueres F
Betwcen Groups | 371.307 103.463*
Within Groups 198 BN RN

*Pirceived cenfederate tenavior Loetween high and lew orientation aroups
[ERJ!:‘ was significantty different.




-
R

TABLE 5

SUMVARY CF THE RESULTS FOR TCTAL GORIENTATICN

Source of Variance df Mean Squares F
Between Croups | 55.685 7.97*
Within Groups 48 €.987

*Total orientation was significantly different for high and low
orientation groups (p ¢.05).

TACLE ¢

SUMIAARY OF MEAN SCORES oD STARLATT DEVIATIONS
FOR GROUP RESPONSES TO THE PES CCIVEL (UMSENSUS TEST 3CORES

I tem Hiagh figh Lo Lo

% S5 X Si
| 24,80 2.20 22.13 4.33
2 24.00 3.33 15,47 6.70
3 8.0C 3.1¢ 11.43 .55
4, 25.45 2.44 23%.47 9.€3
5. 5. 40 f.43 £33 4,37
o 1G.55 4.12 1. 57 4.90




