


The group development








The model of group development presented here, draws an evolution on two related levels: what the group is talking about, or its topic, and what the group members are privately dealing with, or its issue. The interplay between the issue and the topic provides a framework within which group members’ behavior can be better understood.


Two guidelines seem to follow from this perspective. The first one involves hearing the topic and understanding the issue, or listening to relational messages. The second one is to help the group deal with its issues, which really means stimulating the group’s development. 











The most salient dimensions, regularly returning in the relevant literature, are elaborated below.





The in-out dimension describes people as part of the group, or not (W. Schutz, 1966; R. Bales, 1970). Other words referring to the same idea are group membership, or inclusion. Students may well sit in the classroom, but not be part of the class as a social environment. They’re out: they were rejected, or they rejected the class themselves.


The up-down dimension, describes group members in terms of the influence they exert (T. Leary, 1957; W. Schutz, 1966; R. Bales, 1970; F. Cuvelier, 1980): are they dominant, and leading, or subordinate, and following? Are they top-dogs or under-dogs, haves or have-nots? 


The close-far dimension refers to how tight the link between group members is (W. Schutz, 1966). Who do they address to, who do they answer to, who do they hang out with, or who do they help?


1970; F. Cuvelier, 1980). Is it a relation of agreement, support, and fun, or is their interaction characterized by critique, sarcasm, anger, opposition, competition? Group members can be very close, in a obstructive way!


The last basic dimension is forward-backward (A.Couch, 1960; R. Bales, 1970). Group members can help the group to move on, or slow it down: they can play a stimulating role, or a stagnating one. What ‘moving on’ then stands for will become clearer when we describe the stages of group development.





It is important to realize these dimensions intend to be descriptive, not evaluative: neither pole of it is ‘good’ or ‘bad’. The risk of confusion seems especially real for the with-against dimension, by some authors referred to as positive-negative. The labels merely describe a relationship as characterized by agreement or disagreement, by support or by conflict: they don’t assume that conflict is bad!


Product, procedure and process


(...) a model which is commonly used in describing group and organizational behavior. The model distinguishes three aspects or orientations in group and organizational activity, respectively referred to as ‘product’, ‘procedure‘ and ‘process’








The Product - Procedure - People  model offers a lens for viewing groups or individuals at work on a task:
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Product: The task, techniques, and quality standards in their execution.





People: The socio-emotional ‘people’ factor: behavior, emotions of individuals in relationships with others.





Procedures: The way the people organize or structure themselves in order to get the work (product) done: structures (i.e. rules, agreements, roles, timings).  As such, the procedures facilitate the link between the task and the people.  Procedures are agreements are not task-dependent: they can be applied to a variety of different tasks.  Some examples are nominating a coordinator, organizing a brainstorming session, everyone speaking one at a time, decide by voting ….





These first two aspects - ‘Product’ and ‘People’ - should be recognizable from a variety of other models and discussions of groups at work: sometimes called ‘task’ and ‘relation’.  In an organizational context, ‘Procedures’ are a useful addition, as they allow us to discuss the formal organization of work which is part of the daily reality of organizational work.   Generally speaking, the larger the organization, the more procedures, but even working alone we make use of procedures to structure our day, to give a degree of certainty in which to work in.


Group work and PPP


One concept which can be applied to this triangle is the idea of balance between these three aspects:


Over-emphasis on procedures, for instance, can stifle creative and flexible problem-solving.  


Over-emphasis on the people can undermine efficiency, as group members are not sufficiently task-oriented.


Over-emphasis on the product can lead to a tense atmosphere, with little openness for one another : people don’t learn from their mistakes, scanty encouragement.  





A leader can play an important role in helping keep these issues balanced by shifting his focus or ‘weight’ as necessary to a different aspects of the triangle to bring the team better into balance and help them function more efficiently.  





Obviously both the team’s focus and the leaders’ style are situationally determined: different problems require different approaches.  ‘It depends’, in other words.  Some tasks are urgent and require immediate action and attention to the task (fighting a fire, for example). Other tasks require much more attention to the people side of the picture (rappeling down a cliff or a discussion about salaries).





It follows reasonably that if a team’s focus is situationally determined, that a team should also be able to be flexible within this triangle, and place their emphasis where appropriate based on the needs of the situation, rather than constantly being oriented to only one of these three aspects.





The particular focus or ‘weight’ of the group, and the extent to which a group will be able to be flexible in their focus, is also dependent on the group’s development:





Group development and PPP


Frequently a group’s (at least in this part of the world) development can also be traced along this triangle:


Initially groups are frequently very task-oriented (product): the discussion concerns techniques, strategies for solving the task.  This is frequently a chaotic stage.


In response to the chaos, groups frequently propose a number of structures (procedures): a coordinator, giving everyone a turn to speak, setting a time limit on brainstorming, holding a (structured) brainstorming session …


As a group matures, they are able to leave behind strict procedures (frequently valid for all group members), work more flexibly, and start addressing individual behavior and emotion (motivation, frustration, etc.) - people.





Individuals and PPP


The model can also be useful for describing a particular individual’s strengths and weaknesses: some people are very strong in problem analysis (product), but have more difficulty communicating their ideas in way that can be easily received (people).  Some people’s forte is in keeping meetings and discussions on track (procedures), but in doing so, may frustrate (people) others who prefer less structure.  





A combination of such strengths and weaknesses can generate a dynamic balance in a team, allowing a team to function efficiently in a variety of situations.





But, the same issues listed above are also applicable for individuals:  


a particular orientation or focus is situationally dependent: I’m different at home than at work, and different at work depending on the job at hand


my focus should depend on the situation - I should be able to flexibly shift my focus as needed





Group development





A first relevant distinction concerns the difference between a topic and an issue. The topic is what the group members talk about: it is what they explicitly address. The issue is their underlying concern: it’s the students’ preoccupation. Depending on the group development the topic and the issue may or may not coincide: participants may directly express their concerns, but rarely do so in initial stages of relational development. The issue then remains implicit, because it is not acceptable as a topic. As long as this is the case, group members silently deal with their issue through talking about their topic. This changes as the need to address the issue increases and when the group feels safe enough to talk about the issue. Group development can be understood as the resultant of this interplay between a felt need and psychological safety (Hovelynck & Vanden Auweele, 1998).


In addition to the evolution of the topic and the issue, group development typically entails a changing group structure - as a correlate of the interplay between need and safety - and an evolution of the relationship between the group and the facilitator. The four lines of development are represented in Table 1.








Table 1: areas of group development


Topic�
Issue�
Structure�
Relation to facilitator�
�
Product


The task, and other topics that allow superficial conversation








Procedure


Structure and rules needed to accomplish the task











Roles needed to organize for task achievement








Process


Individual behavior in the group; personal styles affecting role behavior





Socio-emotional action-theory�
Inclusion


Group membership: being part included or excluded from the class group








Equality/similarity: similar others are included and supported








Influence


Conflict over roles and power in the class














Equivalence: mutual acceptance of interpersonal differences





Intimacy


Open exchange; understanding of and respect for differences�



A pool of individuals: relationships remain superficial











Dyads and triads of students who feel alike in some respect











Subgroups, conflicting cliques














Exchange between the subgroups and spread effect toward the entire group





Tightly interwoven network


�
Dependency


Unquestioned acceptan-ce of instructions and need for performance evaluation 





Counterdependency


Critique, mild (jokes) to violent aggression, non-acceptance of instruc-tions, rejection of input





Beginning interdepen-dency: the relation becomes more coopera-tive as the influence issue is resolved





Continuing interdependency�
�



Trainers in my research capture the importance of relational development for learning in terms of different ways in which the group members “talk” with each other. Initially, group members “talk about”: they talk in general terms about the available topic, because they consider talking part of the program they participate in. Such talk is largely based on goodwill toward the program organizer, the facilitator and other group members. As this doesn’t allow the group to be proficient, a build up of frustration propels the group into a different way of talking: “talking because”. The group no longer talks because that is what they are supposed to do, but because they want to make things change. The new way of communicating mostly reflects a different kind of commitment, which is a necessary condition for learning. A next stage is characterized by “talking to”: group members express their experience, including ‘negative’ experience, directly toward the person involved in that experience.
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