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_covered that identifying deficiences in scholarship is. far more easy than

.overcoming them. I believe, moreover ; that I have also developed a much et

=w0uldJconstitute a constructive commentary. The remarks that follow are

‘a product of that effort. Qpecifically, 1 have attempted to- focus on the .
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During the years ‘that have passed since I oriOinally responded to

Bormana's "The Paradox and Promis° of Small Croup Research "I have dis-

\‘..

'greater appreciation of° the need for criticism to move. beyond the mere’L-

1

.identification of weaxnesses. As a result in accepting an 1nV1tation to

l

.participate in this proaram, I have given considerable thought to what

need to develop a framework for inquiry Wlthln which .our scholarly 1nter-'

oy
-

ests might be more meaningfulf% pursued In so doing, Iaintend neither to

,proselytize nor debunk but only to explore one possible avenue of future .

'I':v

-

v

‘activity T T .

. o

In spite of the progress which Cragan and Wright have noted (and I agree -

‘w

B !
i

with them that it has been substantia’), the ba51c problem of a lack of

consensus about what interesteuascholars want to know from their inquiries -_“gp”n_
v !*. . ‘ - .
remains' nabated Somehow the’ auestion, 'What are -we attempting to discover

.

by investigating communication in the small gro p7”,.eludes any reasonably

°

.uniform measure of response, which is a. partiCularly enigmatic happenstance ~:»~—%€

.",

for a grOup of neople who study the process by which others attempt to '

achieve their goals. It‘woula be a dull enterprise, ‘of course, were every

BES [;TTJT»'. -‘w-."; ...‘> "‘
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‘ practitioner to answer the uestion in identical fashion; nevertheless,. it
_ _ he g 1t y never ,

% seems reasonable to assume that if a collective identityzis warranted,

" more. than;a'thrcad of commonality in the seemingly diverse_interesté of

A those attracted to the field must exist. I say this in full recdgnition of
{ the fact that a wide assortment of soc101001ca1 and non—scholarly constraints
partially determine who will be investigatlng "roup process at any given time

- and his or her motives for studying *t. But that is true of-any division of.-.\;s

any d1scipline"hence, e should not attach too much importance te these
types of factors in trying to address the problem. Even in their absence,-
¥ .

" the dlfficulty would still ezist._

Although a collective goal is by 10 means essent1al for research to mo

A

forward most of the criticisms we hear frequently voiced stem from thls

issue. -Reduced to its lowest common denominator, the criticism‘amounts to\tﬁe‘

charge that the volume of activity far eiceeds'its~contrihution;' To put it~

more bluntly, the research does not add up.to-very nuch -relative to the energy

-
EY
-~

*  expended in:produciné it. .

T e - . -

Acknowledginv a lack of consensus on the goal‘of‘small group.research is
notmto imply that it is impossible to. achleve. On the contrarv,"we.have

évery reason to ‘believe there is potential for such consensus and ‘that once

A recognized it can be articulated by thcse who share it. What seems-tO‘inhibitt

its emergence, however, are tho premature commltments we make to parti"ular

. o

o theoretical,and methodologicalonsitlons. As a result ‘we are predisposed to
pass over the fundamentalV«insideration.of what it is we want to know in

order to demonstrate our sophistication in how we. come to”know it.. In’ so -

—*—ff“~“f¥wdoiné,-ﬁe'tend to~generate interests on the basis of what a given theoretical

0T methodological position sugaests are the researchable questions. I cannot
—

otherW1se unde*stanc how 1t is that sone of the questions~pursued in research

g ; . o . . \"\s\ .
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‘ have come«into existence, for they would have little probability of arising

out of - any natural curiosity or experience.. If this assessment is accurate,
theén the problem I have been addressinv appears to be a case of the pro- -
verbial placing of the cart ‘before the horse. Not,only does thisicondition

suggest a needed realignmentfin priorities;*butiit obscures -the vision of.

. L . Yo L . L e
one's destination as well. ' R W

: > It would be presumptuous to argue on this occasion what the consensus,
. p P g . . . =

. ~ i

whose absence I'lament,-should be, but it is nevertheleSs possible to p

an example of what it conceivably could be and from that starting point

discuss\its implications for the futur or.reseerch. Given the substance'of

the scholarship to Wthh Cragan and Wright have alluded 'one‘might expect |

that small group researchers c0uld agree that they are interested ultimately
: in- producing a better updcrstandlng of thc role c0mnunication plays in the

performance of groups: that is, how it serves to.shape and influence,the_ways

~ in which people composing: groups fulfill the purposes for whichdthey:areo -

assembled. Although this is certainly not the implication\of all of the

research done in the area, the comparatively large proportion reflecting an
r,_interest in the relatlonship of commu11cat1ve acts tb “other such acts and/or
to various types of ‘outcomes suggests that the expectation is not without
- foundation. S
Under the circumstancc th t cousensus along thcse 111es might emerge,
then a possible hierarchy of related issues almost 1mmed1ately arises.r The .

most obvious of these is the qu astion, "What functﬂons does communlcation in

the small group serve?" At what level of epecificity scholar might choose" -

'to. focus in dealing with this question,I cannot sev; but if our objective is -

to s1mplify understanding, a fairly global or macroscoplc approach might -be

‘ warranted X ; S " . . |
. . . . \ - ) I B - R
O re L . . . .
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“"In any event, this type-of'question would necessitate the development

fof a nomenciature that reflects an. appreciation of, the consequences of com~

[ . L.

municatlve behavior or acts retner than w1th the characteristics we often
.
;. B assume to- represent a given function, for example,}a statemént Judged to be
antagonistlc would not necessarily antagonize, yet many WOULd assume that
h because th° properties attributed to it suggest that it possesses the poten~
'tia1 to,antagonize, it'therefore doesfa For an act to‘serve a function,.how—
'eVer, it must have consequences for someone or soﬁa thing. ‘The.identifica: :

tion of -communication functions to befmean#ngful, then, would need to re-

flect this kind of concern. In grammatical térms, functions would be repre- .

"sented as Verb/ohject constructions rafher than as adjectives.j In addition,
the functlons would need to be stated inuterms of consequences in the’ behavior
. of others, for examplc, the expression ‘elicits informatlon would be a more

' /
approprlate dcsiﬂnation of a function than the expigssion asks for informa—

tion.f The latter is more properly the chergcteristic of an act that might
_or mighL not serve the function the former'expr=ssion represents. Such a ,

notion would undoubtedly cast the old standbys of "task oriented, mainte-
- . .,. ' . . T e L . . - . . L B . o ) ) . . . -
nance, znd procedural functions” into a new light. Terminclogy such as,™ - croe

"resolves conflict,fcreates~understanding, and reduces-tension," would be

used to rcprcsent these tvPes of functions which neretofore have frequently ' ":‘ E

L]
-

been focustd on the stimulus and its or1ginator rather than on the conse--

quences\to-lts target.
A further implication cf trying to identify the functions of communication: i

‘3 in.thafsmall group involves the unif of analysis.h Perhaps we have too long
- ‘been. in search of 'the ideal unit that would fit all conditions of interaction
when, more realistically, we may - settle for a variahle‘unit of analysis in

. order to understand more completely the nature of the,process with which we

o are concerned. Whereass a single act may be sufficient to create hostility y

CERIC -+ T .
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- ' ,withinja group,'for.instance, the function of building cohesiveness more

likely would be the’ product of “numerous acts no onf of. which aione could

possibly be’ sufficient to produce condition in question. In short,'some

" functions that are important simply ccnnot be. 1nferred from the same un1t

of analysis as others, and: to presume that they can. ‘mey be to permit their

B! .

presence to go unobserved. -

Assuming that the functlons of communication in small groups can be iden-'

tified and appropriately indeﬁed it w1ll be possible to address a second “

questlon, thab is, “What are the'charecteristics of the behavior and the pro-

&

i '
o "ducers of that behavior that determine the extent to- which particular func-'
. ; s ,
tions are served’“ [ a group participant s behav1or serves, let us say, a = s -

procedural function, such as. refocusing the other members attent ion 0n their

agenda, then.1t woula seem worthwhile to examine the characteristics of the

. . : &
©act or acts that served. thc function and to determine further whether such

,characteristics appear with any dngree of regularity whenever - the function

is successrully executed. In- this particular instance, one might expcct that-
e directness would be a characteristic rrequently in evidcnce when a.procedural”

function of the type described is serveg, but he or she might find that |

i ' subtlcty dn many instances is a disdinguishing characteristic.'. ' .‘.'

In addition to identifying the qualities of behavior that are associ-

ated with the runctions the behavior serves, it would be well to focus on the

Y . -

chara cteristics of the interactants.? In our efforts to distinguish the com-é"“h” B
munication approach to small aroup rescarch from others, some of us may have
gOn° too 'far in ignoring the characteristics of message producers. Although
this trend has bega. healthy in certain respects, it has probably outlived its

usefulness. We know, for example, that a supcrior making a requeét of a sub- .

ordinate is 1more likely to elicit bompliance than another subordinate making

- 3
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_ consequences in the performance of sma 11 grcups.- o TP

o

. . . , . . - - ) s

the same request.. -Some ‘of Qur more recent research appears to discount'thisqv

type of_factor, howeverf As a result we are at a-loss to eprain-substan-

1

tia1 irregularlties in the sequence or flow of comé%nication and retreat to'

the comparative safety of. robabilistlc 1nterpretations. My point is that

in the case of the example cited it is the combination of ch!ﬁacteristirs

- .

of the sourcc‘and *he request that determine the function the communication

o

serves. To disregard the agents in this type:of qransaction could result

either in the inappropriate idéntification of an act/function reiationship

or in many erroneous nredictions about what- k1nds of behavior have specific .

- - e
N

o

. From-the first-two questions and the directions in which-they'lead us,

a

comes a&third: "How cre the functions of communication affected by the con-

-

tcxt in whlcn the] occur7"- It appears that some of the functions communi—

cation serves in grouDs are. relatively free of contextual influences, whereas'
A} o

otuers are‘significantly affected*by tham, - One might thlnk for 1nstance,,

o

that-a statement such as, "Why dan t you come down off\your high horse’“

v .
o EN

"would generallv serve to intenSify poor relacions w1thin a group and thereby,
retard-1ts progress. On the other hanc, in a therapeutlc setting, ‘the very

sace utterance might bc occas1oned by a neced to releasc repressed hostility

so that the group, rcther thun arrestin; 1ts:progress, can actually move

~3

ERIC
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forward. = - .~ o B e

o . : I

‘That act/function relationships shou1d vary as a result of contextual
[4

e 3

influence seemo 1ntu’t1ve1y sens1b1e but I anm afra1d ‘that such d1fferences

2
=
>

are tos often reported and® interpreted as incons1stenc1es or error variance
when in fact thé§ are not. As’ 2n illustration, a consistently hlgh level of

cooperativcness might be the charac teristic ofucommunication that enables a

decision—making group to resolve an issue to the menbers' satisfaction,

S o .

¢ e : .




but in a bargainino 51tuat10n, the same actribute could result in a very poor

>

dispCsition of issues.' Sqould this type of posslbility go. unrecognized _ .

then our potential for understanding is. correspondingly reduced I per- _ .' R

,sonﬂlly would hate to see us chalk up as ‘error or random factors what may

. ectually be explainaole variance. T o o

¥ E o If it has not yet become ev1dent, the preceding analy51s was 1ntended

¢ - —

to represent a progreesion in the hierarchy of questions to which I alluded

at.the outset. By first identifying the functions»communication serves and

- . . . . ]

then moving to a consideration of the behavioral characteristics ‘and cofi- -
textual influences that determinelhow “and hO" well-they are served, it

should be possible to 1nvest1gate with much greater precis1on the question,

e } ’

'“How are. the functions of cowmunication in thc small group interreiated’“

et

'At‘this~1evel:of understanding, I think we can more justifiahly‘maintain
‘that we have hegun to unravel the proccss.

Functions are obv1ously not served in a vacuum, but that is often ‘how

_ ;", small group reSearchers appear to view then. W want to know‘what contri—

butes tc consensus, productivity, membcr satisfacticn, cchesiveness, and °i'

K

. the' like withou* seeming to. aopreciate that these types of outcomes are in

IR all likelihood the ieSult of a highly 1nterre1ated and delicately\balanced

s <—of—underlving—functions"—each—oﬁ#which—has—to—be—served—~n—a—partieula*

~ 0

- way in order'for the outcome'to be in a particular-state. Hence,_tOjask
o | o S _

a qucstion, such ‘as, “Docs givi ng orientation promote” consenss m’", and

discovering that it does fcils to enlerge our undersf;nding of the process

that nroduces this type of outcome 1n'any appreciable way. - He-would.merely
havc accumulated another set of facts. More to the point would be the type C
of 1nqairy that establishes what it is that contributes to the Teind of climate

in ‘which it is possible for: the type of bchavior identified to serve the

- . -




) N | o o . - g .
function itr apparently dee§. Tor exdmple I can. conceive'of (indeed I have
observed) circunstances in® which such a reasonable rechst as,T"Shouldn t

L
"

we be dealing with the cduses of the problem rathei than,the solutions first’" S

is ei*ner ignored by other group members or actually serves tc antaconize

a

_nem in which case the probabllity of reaching a desired outcome would be

"'reduced if its. chievcment were dependent on the oraer of analysis 1mplied

h o ~

in the questlon. My point is that fer the behavior in the‘illustration to

serve the function it is 1ntended to serve, sone other function, such as
t [ .

building nutual respect would have to .be performed at another Juncture in;

" the proceedings. Without some eventual effort to establish the interrelu

-tionships among communication functlons, nw guess is that we would” never-

o

_ succeed in generating information tha* possesses much practical or theoret-

ical signlficance.

| Given the type of struccure of guldlng questions I have’ been describlng,'
it would be well to reflcct brlefl/ o1 some of its possible advantcges.

First, it would enable us to inld a meaningful inventorf of extant scholar—
ship. 1f nnthina elsc, it would clerlfy uhat we actually know about communi—

cation in the smell- group. In the absence_of_such_a_fremeuorkﬁ_l_am.not.sure

.. about the subJect_o; our concern..

_the criticisms advanced about the field as a whole, uch ac capriciouSnessﬂ .

' lack of generalizability in laboratory xindings. To 1llustrate ny point,

kY

that enyone can: adequately answer the ouest:on. An equally important out—

grcwth of this klnd of develcument is the revelution of what remains to be "

' learned 1n crder to make the ulnds of- ceneraliZﬂtion we might wish to make

- hd

A second advantage of deVe1oning knowledge within the kind of frameworkﬂ"

dcscribed is that we may better equip ourselves to respond to and ‘to overcome .

KR

in variable and questlon selection. ad hoc versus continuing oroups, and the

.

o

‘fsi R ' .:' f :\"' - _ :“}



: presscd tc argue that this type of pattern could characterize cnllege sopho~

- .. .e ., . - . .

- ~ . e . . . 9
- . . G -~ . : ' v € - . :
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s

Tet's consider the freauertlv voiced crlticisn ‘that the t}pe of subject -
enployed in the typlca.l laboratory 1nVcStlgation is unrepresentative of

‘so~ca11ed 'real"'gnpups. In some 1nstances, this is und0ubted1y true; but

LY

if the purpcse of our 1nquiry is to iden*ifv functlons gnd the relation-

ships ameng functions,: *thore is no gcod réason to -assume that a pe icular
: : R .

: reletionship-is neces arily unique ro the 1abbrator] exnerience or to the

tvpe of Subwtct studied. Were we‘to discover, for instence, thas groups
. -3 ; - - -

> ]
in'whichvexpreSsions of congeniality serve the function of building cohe- *

siveness which, in turn, permifs one to make unchallenged grocedural deﬁandéf

.

that‘facilitnteﬂﬁqvement'tcward the grqup‘s‘objective, I would’be'hard L

14 .

- mores only. Oe the other. hand I coulid anpr;c1ate thu p0551bility that e

' cxpress1ons of con?eniallty might munifest *hemselva differently among

> »

other types of people, but that would in no way‘negate the'principle,

A third way in‘which"schofzrlu inquiry'couldvbe‘positiﬁely‘affected

"by the type of Derspectch I am prO?bSIHU is that the rcle of theory might

e e >
XN o ~

begin to take on: increased importance. . For every behaviorffunction relgtiqn—

-

ship we identify, the question, *Why-shouldtthis'he so?“Q?Would be an
- ST . %

appropriate respohse. As a result w1th this type- of question nc”vaiing

2

our schclarship, we can beOintto assess more easzly the_theéretical principles

that best account for our observatinns, ‘which somchow seems to be more useful -

-than the current practice of using the Ty to generate~ﬁuestions. Discussion '
sections of research reports miOht even’ begin to become genuine explanatlons

.rether-than‘the summary statements that they typically arec.

-

A final, 2nd possibly the mast:importanté advantage of developing a

‘ ' : i o \\ - e .

hierarchy of guidihg questions is that we increase the potential for syn~
® : . ) ’ ) .. . . Q B

thesis, comparzbility of rescarch findings, meaningful criticism, and

.
k]

s
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construction of the type‘ of- methodologica_ tools necessary for advancing

knowledge in a rigorous and system&tic fashion.‘ Idcntifyln' the colloﬁtive

cOntribution of - individual stud%es; detcrmining whether Obsevvad reiation—

ships are probable oT improbable in the light of comp;ting evidence, ascer;

taining the deficiencies in a l;ncoof research and improving our nethods of
: o

linquiry wou]d each be f cilitated by fittina rcscarch findings into a fraxﬂe-j-g_'\0

°

work of genoral questions to which the scholarship is addressed In the ab—
. 3

sence of such a structure, however, I can see little hope for ever ful

e understanding what our scholarship reveals about the role of communication
. B /
. ) . . . - . < .
_in the small group. ' o :

As I mentioned at the outset, I an presenting only an_example of the way

in whieh the qualiry of scholarship on snall groups cofrld bc enhanced.l That

addressed only through the mcaningful interaction of thOsc imvolved in the

[N

enttrprise. ‘I do feel thtt whatever will best = serve ;s a framework within

; wh1cn to pursue~our intercests must be fﬁrthg\ginb if thP potential most of
us’ believc exists is to be reaILch - If ten-vears hence‘I were,asked to
present a- paper ‘on "Rtsponse to the 'Paradox and Promise of Small Group

o Re???tch.i Revisited n Revrsitad I would'like it to be as a celebr tion of

our accomplishmentsaend not as a rccltation of our deflciencies.

-



