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 PREFACE

“Isn’t this the most difficult group you’ve ever worked with?” a group member asked earnestly. As a group facilitator, I have heard this question—in one form or another—many times. For years I responded by downplaying or outright denying the group’s difficulty. “Oh, this group isn’t so difficult; it’s not that unusual.” “Really?” the group member responded. “I thought this was a really bad group!” and the eagerness and energy that came with the initial question would fade.

 

After many such exchanges, I finally realized two things. First, from my perspective the group did not seem unusual or difficult, but from the perspective of its members, it was. Second, instead of hearing me deny their reality, these group members wanted me to acknowledge that their group was indeed difficult, provide some insight into why it was difficult, and suggest what they could do about it.

When I finally caught on to the meaning of this question, I started responding differently. Instead of negating people’s sense of the group’s difficulty, I replied, “That’s an interesting question! What makes this group difficult from your perspective?” The responses I heard were often illuminating, and they helped me appreciate the many ways in which groups can be experienced as difficult. And indeed, even for the most experienced and wise group members, leaders, and facilitators, there are “difficult groups.”

This leads to an important element in how we think about our work with groups: rather than think in terms of how to work with difficult groups, the approach we take in this book is to think in terms of what makes working with groups difficult. That is to say, a particular group is not innately difficult; rather, there are various things that make working with the group difficult. Wouldn’t it be useful if we had a way of thinking systematically about all the ways in which working with a group might be difficult? That would provide a basis for understanding why working with the group is difficult and then what you could do about it.

In the Introduction, John Rohrbaugh and I present a conceptual framework for thinking about groups and how they might be effective or ineffective. In brief, the framework presents three high-level factors that affect group performance: context, structure, and process. In addition, it adopts four perspectives on group performance: relational, political, rational, and empirical. These factors and perspectives are integrated to result in twelve conditions. The framework was presented to prospective authors in the “call for chapters” that initiated this book. I asked the authors to locate their chapters within this framework, and I appreciate their willingness to work with it. However, the authors were not limited to addressing one factor, perspective, or condition. Rather, most of the chapters address multiple parts of the framework, as should be expected when dealing with real groups. The framework is intended as an intellectual tool for helping you think about the difficulties that groups encounter, not as a way to categorize groups.

The value of this structure to you is—I hope—twofold. First, any structure is valuable if it helps you make sense of the content of the book. Second, the structure itself is informative. It provides a framework for thinking about the full range of issues, not just those presented in the book, but in the full domain of concern—group effectiveness.

But why this structure? As we say in the Introduction, “Rather than provide a long list or an all-too-simplistic categorization of the ways in which working with groups can be difficult, we would like to present a framework for thinking about groups and what makes them effective or ineffective.” Because it is based on several decades of research and thinking about organizational and group effectiveness, the framework is time tested and able to accommodate virtually any group-related topic and place it in the context of others. If you are already  familiar with the three factors and four perspectives, their juxtaposition will not present a great challenge. If you are encountering them for the first time, I hope you can make sense of our presentation and see how the framework applies in each of the chapters and in your everyday work.

In addition, I asked the authors to address each of the following questions.

How the group is difficult: a brief story that presents a group and the observable phenomena that reflect the group’s difficulty

Why the group is difficult: an exploration of the underlying causes of the difficulty

What you can do: what you as a group facilitator, leader, or member can do to help the group



Initially, I thought I would use the framework to order the chapters in the table of contents but, as I noted earlier, most of the chapters address multiple aspects of the framework, so this didn’t work. However, I noticed that most of the chapters were in predominantly intragroup settings (Chapters One through Nine), a few addressed both intra- and intergroup settings (Chapters Ten through Twelve), and a few addressed intergroup settings (Chapters Thirteen through Fifteen). In addition, a number of chapters dealt directly with the roles of leadership and facilitation (Chapters Sixteen through Twenty). I arranged the chapters in this order, but I did not want to reinforce these categories by labeling these as formal parts of the book.

As the third in a series of edited collections sponsored by the International Association of Facilitators (IAF), the idea and planning for this book emerged from the efforts of Tammy Adams, then IAF’s strategic initiative coordinator for communications and publications; Betty Kjellberg, then IAF’s executive director; and Kathe Sweeney, senior editor at Jossey-Bass/Wiley. Without them, this book would never have been conceived, much less implemented. Fifty-three individuals thoughtfully reviewed and evaluated the chapter proposals that were submitted in response to the call for chapters. The Center for Policy Research at the University at Albany provided support throughout, with Paul Dickson playing a key role in managing the chapter review process. John Rohrbaugh’s contributions to the Introduction, and his advice throughout my editorial work, were invaluable. More than I can say, I am indebted to the thirty-seven authors who contributed to this volume, responded thoughtfully  and graciously to my comments, made multiple revisions, and saw through the details of bringing this book to publication. Although I hope that everyone has gained something through this process, no one has gained more from these interactions than I.

 

August 2009
 Sandy Schuman
 University at Albany
 Albany, New York
 sschuman@albany.edu
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Introduction

Working with Difficult Groups: A Conceptual Framework

Sandor Schuman and John Rohrbaugh

 

 

 

Working with groups can be difficult in innumerable ways, but working without groups is nearly impossible. The aim of this book is to help your working with difficult groups become easier. Indeed, instead of thinking in terms of difficult groups, we would rather think in terms of what makes working with groups difficult and, for that matter, what makes working with groups effective. Rather than provide a long list or an all-too-simplistic categorization of the ways in which working with groups can be difficult, we would like to present a framework for thinking about groups and what makes them effective or ineffective. This framework is not offered as definitive, but it is nonetheless useful for organizing the book. Other recent frameworks are highly instructive as well (see, for example, Rousseau, Aube, & Savoic, 2006).

Three factors (context, structure, and process) and four perspectives (relational, empirical, political, and rational) provide the organizing framework for Working with Difficult Groups.

Each chapter of the book focuses on aspects of one or more of the factors or perspectives. In this way, while each chapter addresses particular aspects that make working with groups difficult, the book as a whole presents an integrated view of group effectiveness and ineffectiveness. The following sections describe this framework more fully.




 THREE FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO GROUP PERFORMANCE 

For nearly fifty years, effectiveness or ineffectiveness of group performance has been linked in both theory and research to at least three high-order factors: context, structure, and process (McGrath, 1964; Gladstein, 1984; Schwarz, 2002), as illustrated in Table I.1. A group’s context takes into account environmental variables and can be characterized by the multifaceted external circumstances that both support and constrain collaboration. A group’s structure  reflects the variables of design and is evidenced by its many formal and informal aspects. A group’s process derives from the confluence of interaction variables and subsumes a wide variety of behaviors pertaining to exchanges before, during, and after meetings. A group may be difficult due to some particular attribute (or combination of attributes) of its context, structure, or process.

Table I.1

 Three Higher-Order Factors of Group Performance
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 Context 

All external variables that may directly or indirectly affect a group’s performance can be considered its context. These environmental factors may be described as (but not limited to) physical, social, economic, political, or organizational. In some ways, the context of a group can be beneficent and enhance its performance; in other ways, its environment can be hostile or even catastrophic in character, making any group achievement unlikely, perhaps impossible. Many groups function with considerable ignorance of the full context in which they are working, except for only the most apparent variables. As a result, they may fail to take advantage of substantial resources readily available to them, or to prepare adequately for emergent obstacles that eventually thwart them.

Resource dependence theory instructs groups to devote considerable attention to understanding the key aspects of their context and to making a concerted effort to communicate with external individuals and groups. Such strategic alliances initially may seem beyond the agenda of the group, but building successful networks of partners can serve to accumulate additional resources that may prove essential to positive outcomes. Furthermore, strong coalitions reduce the vulnerability of any one group standing alone.


 Structure 

Even groups that have come together organically and developed unintentionally with no oversight of membership and no succession of leadership do have structure—that is, a distinctive design. To describe a group’s design does not imply that there was a designer but merely that a pattern of characteristics is apparent. A simple head count at each meeting can be an indicator of group size, which is a key structural variable; group size, as is true of any aspect of group design, need not be fixed but can vary over time. A group with too many participants (or too few) or a group lacking members’ relevant knowledge or skills may be challenged in accomplishing its goals. In addition to its size and composition, a group’s structure includes many other aspects, such as its communication patterns, norms, and roles.

A group’s goals and objectives are often considered part of its structure as well, because the extent to which they are understood, accepted (shared), and valued will affect group outcomes. However, tasks officially assigned to a group may differ from the tasks that engage the efforts of its members. This is an  important distinction. Formal structure refers to any aspect of design that has been planned for (and, perhaps, imposed on) a group; emergent structure refers to the distinctive pattern of group characteristics that actually are observed over time. We should not be surprised if the formal leadership structure and the emergent leadership structure of a group are not the same. In fact, the divergence of formal structure and emergent structure can be a potential impediment (or, alternatively, the essential key) to a group’s success.


 Process 

Group interaction exhibits a large variety of facets of patterned verbal and nonverbal behavior. Exchanges between group members have been roughly categorized as focused on the task or focused on the group, a long-standing and useful but simplistic bifurcation. To be effective, of course, members need to work constructively toward accomplishing their objectives, but they also need to ensure that their group remains a cohesive collectivity. If an excessive task orientation begins to fragment the group or if meeting the socioemotional needs of individuals largely competes with goal achievement, failure can be imminent. How a group balances its task orientation and its social orientation is an important aspect of its process.

Group conflict, of course, is not limited to the tension between task and socioemotional interests. Conflicts of opinion, conflicts of value, and conflicts of interest (to name only a few) emerge in any group process. As has been well established in the formal study of groups, diversity (or heterogeneity) of membership can contribute positively to task performance. Groups composed of highly similar members may “get along” well, but typically do not have a large enough pool of abilities, experiences, skills, and perspectives to respond effectively to complex problems. Whereas a group’s composition is an aspect of its structure, the use of tools and techniques to enable conflict to emerge and be used constructively is a key element of its process.




 FOUR PERSPECTIVES ON GROUP EFFECTIVENESS: THE COMPETING VALUES APPROACH 

Contemporary standards for both organization and group performance were well anticipated by the theory-building work of the sociologist Talcott Parsons (1959; Hare, 1976). Parsons proposed that there are four key functions of any  collectivity (or system of action): pattern maintenance, integration, adaptation, and goal attainment. The essential nature of these four functions—and their appropriate balance—has been the emphasis of the Competing Values Approach (CVA) to organizational analysis (Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1983; Rohrbaugh, 1983; Belasen, 2008). (An introduction to the CVA is given in the appendix to this chapter.) At the group level in particular, the CVA has been used to identify four domains of collective performance that parallel Parsons’ functions: relational, empirical, political, and rational (Rohrbaugh, 2005).


 Relational Perspective 

 We are all dependent on one another, every soul of us on earth.

—George Bernard Shaw (1913/2008, p. 119)

 

The relational perspective places emphasis on achieving the pattern maintenance function and focuses on full participation in meetings, with open expression of individual feelings and sentiments. Extended discussion and debate about conflicting concerns should lead to collective agreement on a mutually satisfactory solution. Such team building would increase the likelihood of support for any solution during implementation. This very interpersonally oriented perspective is dominant in the field of organization development.

For example, when group members are divided in their values and have conflicting interests, it is important that the conditions under which they are collaborating fully support their joint efforts. In addition to such incentives that would motivate collective work, group composition should be characterized by such attributes as sincerity and openness to others’ views so that trust can be encouraged. Groups that are skillful in expressing and using their conflicts constructively will benefit substantially over time.


 Empirical Perspective 

 A patient pursuit of facts, and cautious combination and comparison of them, is the drudgery to which man is subjected by his Maker, if he wishes to attain sure knowledge.

—Thomas Jefferson (Lipscomb & Bergh, 1903-04, vol. 2, p. 97)

Group observers who take an empirical perspective place emphasis on achieving the integration function and stress the importance of documentation. They pay particular attention to the ways in which groups secure and share relevant information and develop or rely on comprehensive databases to support problem solving. Proponents of this perspective, typically trained in the physical and social sciences (especially management information systems) believe that, to be effective, group deliberation should allow thorough use of evidence and full accountability.

In addition to the availability of external information, group composition should be characterized by an appropriate pool of necessary skills, abilities, and expertise to address the focal issues. Furthermore, communication channels must remain open, so that group members can better inform and learn from each other. From the empirical perspective, widening communication beyond single channels and specific occasions (for example, beyond only spoken communication during face-to-face meetings) will enhance group achievement.


 Political Perspective 

 It is not necessary to change. Survival is not mandatory.

—W. Edwards Deming

 

The political perspective emphasizes the adaptation function and takes the view that group flexibility and creativity are the paramount process attributes. One indication of adaptability is the extent to which the group is attuned to shifts in the nature of the problem, accordingly altering its focus and approach to finding solutions. The search for legitimacy—the acceptability of solutions to outside stakeholders who are not immediate participants but whose interests potentially are affected by the group deliberations—would be notable through a fully responsive, dynamic process.

From the political perspective, a group is credited rather than shamed by explicitly taking into consideration how its standing in the eyes of outside interests is maintained or enhanced. An effective group is one that works to increase its own authority and influence. Over time, such a group improves  its readiness to adjust both structure and process to better position itself in the ongoing competition for resources, especially external financial support.


 Rational Perspective 

 Our plans miscarry because they have no aim. When a man does not know what harbor he is aiming for, no wind is the right wind.

—Marcus Annaeus Seneca (Cook, 1999, p. 352)

 

The priority of clear thinking as the primary ingredient for successful group performance is the hallmark of the rational perspective, which emphasizes the goal attainment function. From this very task-oriented approach (particularly common in management science and operations research), groups should be directed by explicit statement and understanding of their primary goals and objectives. Methods that assist group members to be more efficient planners are valued for improving the coherency and consistency of decision making.

For example, rational planning includes thorough consideration of the physical aspects of face-to-face meetings. Collaboration is enhanced when group members are comfortably seated in well-lighted, temperature-controlled, appropriately furnished and equipped rooms, well protected from the distractions of hour-to-hour organizational life. Prerequisites for virtual meetings are adequate hardware and software that are readily available to—and easily used by—participants. Ensuring optimal conditions for the most efficient use of resources, including the investment of everyone’s time and attention, is paramount.




 TWELVE CONDITIONS THAT CAN SUPPORT OR UNDERMINE GROUP EFFECTIVENESS 

Any aspect of a group’s context, structure, or process might have profound consequences for its performance. These aspects can be categorized as relational, empirical, political, or rational in nature. As shown in Figure I.1, these factors and perspectives can be juxtaposed. Such a juxtaposition produces not  an exhaustive laundry list of conditions but rather a relatively concise framework of twelve conditions that can either support or undermine group effectiveness. The framework is further elaborated in Table I.2, with specific examples of each of the twelve key conditions having particular influence on a group’s level of accomplishment. Exhibit I.1 provides an additional example showing how the Competing Values Framework can be used to assess the need for an outside facilitator—that is, one who is not a member of the group or organization.

Figure I.1

 A Conceptual Framework for Working with Difficult Groups
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Table I.2

Conditions That Can Support or Undermine Group Effectiveness
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Exhibit I.1

 When to Use an Outside Facilitator
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 APPENDIX: A PRIMER ON THE COMPETING VALUES FRAMEWORK 

“What problems or difficulties have you encountered when working with groups?”

I often begin with this question when I lead a workshop on group facilitation, teamwork, or leadership. I ask the participants to think about this question privately for several minutes. When it comes time to solicit and record their responses, instead of listing them, I organize them “on the fly” using the four perspectives on group effectiveness described in this chapter. That is, after I hear each item, I decide where it belongs in the framework illustrated in Figure I.1 and then write it on the wall in the corresponding position.

I don’t introduce the framework first, so my choice of where to record each person’s contribution naturally stimulates some curiosity. Invariably, someone asks why I recorded the items where I did. When I respond to this question, I explain that the question of what makes groups and organizations ineffective or effective has been a central question in organizational theory and leadership theory for decades. For example, many people would agree that the purpose of group facilitation or of leadership is to help an organization become more effective, but unless you know what “organizational effectiveness” means, it would be difficult to know if your leadership was fulfilling its purpose.

In the 1970s, John Campbell, professor of psychology and industrial relations at the University of Minnesota, addressed this question systematically. He reviewed the literature on organizations and identified what each author found to constitute organizational effectiveness. He found thirty criteria of organizational effectiveness (Campbell, 1977). In a subsequent study, another pair of researchers (one of whom, John Rohrbaugh, is coauthor of this chapter) engaged a panel of organizational effectiveness researchers to reduce the criteria, resulting in the list that follows. (An explanation of the rules they used to reduce the list can be found in Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1983.)

 Organizational Effectiveness Criteria

Conflict/cohesion

Control

Efficiency

Evaluations by external entities

Flexibility/adaptation

Growth

Information management and communication

Morale

Planning and goal setting

Productivity

Profit

Quality

Readiness

Stability

Training and development emphasis

Utilization of environment

Value of human resources



In my workshops, I propose that although it would be useful to memorize and apply this list of seventeen criteria, it would be better still if they could be organized in some way that made more sense and was easier to remember, something more useful than a seventeen-item laundry list. I ask people to work in small groups to organize these seventeen criteria into some scheme or framework. Conveniently, I just happen to have a deck of cards for each small group. Each deck has seventeen cards, and on each card is printed one of the criteria. I invite them to deal the cards out on their tables and move them around into whatever organization makes sense to them. Affectionately, I refer to this exercise as “Organizational Effectiveness: The Card Game.”

After ten minutes or so, each group has come to terms with each of the criteria and developed some sort of organizing scheme. I ask two or three groups to report out. Invariably, there are both similarities and differences among the groups. So I ask, “Who’s right? Is there a correct way to organize these criteria?”

Now I take a small digression and turn the workshop participants’ attention to a mathematical-spatial problem. I ask them to work again in small groups and draw a map showing the relative locations of cities A, B, and C, given that  their distances are as follows. Give it a try and see if you can create a map yourself.

The distance between City A and City B is 138 miles.

The distance between City A and City C is 122 miles.

The distance between City B and City C is 175 miles.



I have not yet found a group that could not create a reasonable map given this information. To strengthen the idea that they can map the relative locations of cities given just their distances, I ask them to add a fourth, City D, which has the following distances.

The distance between City D and City A is 76 miles.

The distance between City D and City B is 113 miles.

The distance between City D and City C is 67 miles.



Having added the fourth city, I now ask them to orient their maps so that City A is to the north and City B is to the south. Figure A.1 shows the real map, with the following locations in New York State: A, Albany; B, Brooklyn; C, Cortland; D, Downsville (not an especially well-known location, but the only one in the vicinity that starts with a D).

Next, I ask if they think they could do the same with stars in the sky rather than cities on Earth. That is, if given the same kind of distance information, could they locate the stars in a three-dimensional space rather than cities in a two-dimensional space? After some thought, the workshop participants tell me that this seems a feasible if more difficult task.

Could we do this same kind of mapping with ideas? Say, for example, if two ideas were almost alike, we would give them a 1, and if another two ideas were very dissimilar, we would give them a 7. Yes, we could do that! So, for a set of ideas, such as the seventeen organizational effectiveness criteria, we could compare the ideas, two at a time, and numerically assess how similar or dissimilar they were. This would give us the “distance” data for each pair of ideas, and we could use those data to construct a map. In fact, we could ask a number of people each to make independent assessments of the similarity-dissimilarity distance for each pair, and then statistically integrate the data for all individuals. This would give us a map of the ideas, not just based on each  individual’s judgment, but—if the individuals’ judgments were sufficiently similar—representing a collective judgment.

Figure A.1

 A Map of Four Cities
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This is just what Quinn and Rohrbaugh did. They asked the same panel of organizational effectiveness researchers, and then a larger number of organizational theorists and researchers, to numerically assess the similarity or dissimilarity of the seventeen criteria. (Of course, they had to do this for each possible pairing, so they had to do this for 17 × 16 ÷ 2 = 136 pairs.) Using a specially designed computer program, they mathematically analyzed the data and found that the researchers shared an implicit cognitive framework for these criteria, which they represented in a three-dimensional map. Figure A.2 shows the map as it was reported in Management Science (Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1983).

Just as we can name the dimensions in a map of the cities—the east-west dimension and the north-south dimension—Quinn and Rohrbaugh named the dimensions in the spatial map of organizational effectiveness criteria. Notice  that in addition to the seventeen criteria, the map shows a horizontal line or dimension labeled Focus that ranges from Internal to External. In organizations, concerns for the internal workings of the organization and its human and information systems compete with concerns for external resources and relationships with customers and other organizations. Also, the map shows a vertical dimension labeled Structure that ranges from Flexibility to Control. The need for organizational flexibility and adaptability compete with the need for organizational stability and control. A third dimension, Means-Ends, is indicated in the diagram by the size of the circles associated with each criterion. The concern for ends is nearer and larger; the concern for means is farther away and smaller. Organizations often experience competing concerns with regard to means and ends. Quinn and Rohrbaugh named their spatial map of effectiveness the Competing Values Approach (also referred to as the Competing Values Framework) because it captures so well these fundamental organizational tensions. I find these dimensions—Internal-External, Flexibility-Control, and Means-Ends—to be the most useful in understanding and applying the Competing Values Framework. I will return to them shortly.

A virtue of the Competing Values Approach is that it allows for multiple levels of group and organizational concerns to be viewed in the same framework. The original article on the Competing Values Approach (Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1983) placed four models of organizational effectiveness in the Competing Values Framework, as shown in Figure A.3:

The open systems model, where flexibility and an external focus are valued, and the primary system function is adaptation

The rational goals model, where control and an external focus are valued, and the primary system function is goal attainment

The internal processes model, where control and an internal focus are valued, and the primary system function is integration

The human relations model, where flexibility and an internal focus are valued, and the primary system function is social maintenance



Rohrbaugh (1989) extended the Competing Values Framework to group decision-making processes, as shown in Figure A.4. This is the source of the four perspectives on group effectiveness we described earlier in the Introduction: relational, political, rational, and empirical.

Figure A.3

 The Competing Values Framework of Organizational Effectiveness
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In my workshops, I integrate the dimensions of the Competing Values Framework, in particular the Internal-External and Flexibility-Control dimensions, with the four perspectives. I would like to “walk you through” the model, integrating these dimensions and perspectives. To make the connections in my workshops, I move around so I can point to various parts of the framework while I explain them, but here you will have to do the footwork and pointing on your own.

The Internal-External dimension. The relational and empirical perspectives, on the left, are internally focused and concerned with process, whereas the political and rational perspectives, on the right, are externally focused and concerned with impact.

On the left, the relational perspective is concerned with interpersonal relationships within the group, whereas the empirical perspective is concerned with the internal systems for collecting and integrating pertinent information and expertise.

Figure A.4

 The Competing Values Framework Applied to Group Effectiveness
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On the right, the political perspective is concerned with relationships between the group and others (other individuals, groups, and organizations) that are outside the group, whereas the rational perspective focuses on establishing goals that will be recognized and valued by those outside the group (such as customers, funders, and oversight bodies), and using resources efficiently to attain them.

The Flexibility-Control dimension. The relational and political perspectives, in the upper half, are concerned with flexibility and adaptability, whereas the empirical and rational perspectives, in the lower half, are concerned with stability and control.

In the upper half, the relational perspective focuses on cultivating the group’s human capital, acquiring new knowledge and skills, and continuously learning and developing. By making appropriate use of members’ contributions, the group’s actions receive their support. The political perspective is concerned with the group’s ability to take advantage of its external sources of  information and ideas, and to respond innovatively and adaptively. Consequently the group can be viewed as having involved others and taken their concerns into account, thereby achieving legitimacy.

In the lower half, the empirical perspective values information used to monitor the group’s status, identify any emerging problems, and take corrective action to maintain the group’s internal processes. The record of this activity enables the group to be accountable for its actions. From the rational perspective, the concern is that the group is stable, predictable, and productive in achieving its goals. The task and goal orientation of this perspective ensures that the group’s actions result in efficient use of resources.

 

Although the Competing Values Framework is now decades old, it continues to be used and developed, a tribute to its robustness. Further applications of the Competing Values Framework continue to be made, as illustrated by its application to communications (Belasen, 2008).
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chapter  ONE

Keeping Difficult Situations from Becoming Difficult Groups

Marvin Weisbord and Sandra Janoff

 

 

 

We were managing a welfare-to-work meeting in a midwestern county to involve citizens in carrying out a new federal law. The meeting included bankers, business owners, social workers, county officials, and welfare recipients. People started with considerable goodwill as the sponsors spoke about the importance of finding solutions that would benefit families and employers, solutions that would take into account needs for training, transportation, and child care if full-time parents on welfare were to be employed. Early on, the welfare group told how hard it was for them to find work. Soon after, the employers’ group announced that together they had one thousand unfilled jobs. “If you were really motivated,” said one business owner to the welfare group, going on the attack, “you could easily get one those jobs!” A welfare mother rose to the occasion. “You have no idea what my life is like!” she shot back, anger building with every word. “I’ve applied for some of those jobs, and all your interviewer sees is my black face!”

This material is adapted from “Principle 6: Master the Art of Subgrouping,” in Marvin Weisbord and Sandra Janoff, Don’t Just Do Something, Stand There! Ten Principles for Leading Meetings That Matter (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2007).



In fifteen seconds, people were ready to fight. Our task was to help the stereotypical subgroups become functional. This we did by means that we will describe in this chapter. For purposes of this example, we can say that the turning point came after a long dialogue when another employer faced the angry woman and said, “You’re right. I have no idea what your life is like, and I would like to know more.”

 

For twenty years we have been leading planning meetings and teaching our methods in many of the world’s cultures. Typically we work with groups of twenty to eighty people for two or three days. We work only on tasks with a goal requiring collaborative action. It could be creating a welfare-to-work program like the one cited here, demobilizing child soldiers in southern Sudan, devising a joint strategy among global agencies working on disaster risk reduction, or creating a sustainability plan for a worldwide retailer. Nearly always our groups include people from many walks of life who usually don’t work together.

We have known difficult times in groups—when we’ve been anxious, annoyed, confused, and uncertain about what to do. We have greatly reduced our difficulties, however, by acting primarily on structural issues that we can control. We came to this decision during years of working with people in diverse cultures whose worldviews differed from ours and from each other’s. We have come to believe that calling a group “difficult” is a perceptual act leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy. We now act on the assumption that we don’t know how to fulfill the needs of people who have little cultural affinity except the task they share. The difficulty in such groups is in us, not them. To the extent that we treat differences as a problem to be solved rather than a reality to be managed, we set ourselves up for endless diagnosis and intervention at the expense of doing the work.

As a result, some years ago we stopped labeling individual and group behavior. We dropped categories like “defensiveness” and “resistance to change.” Instead we chose to see people doing their best with what they had. We began paying attention to the way structure influences a group’s dynamics. Instead of behavior, about which we could do little, we began attending to  what we could control. In particular, we interested ourselves in those aspects of meetings that predict whether a group will succeed or fail in its task. When we ran into difficult people, nearly always they were enmeshed in difficult structural situations that were mostly avoidable. So we taught ourselves by trial and error to control those few factors that help people find the best that is in them. We have found this to be the shortest route to helping people—regardless of age, culture, education, ethnicity, race, class, and language—create action plans they are committed to implementing.

We have identified four key conditions under which diverse groups are most likely to accomplish their tasks: (1) matching people to the task, (2) making sure we have enough time, (3) making sure everybody knows the goal, and (4) heading off potential conflict that might result in flight from the task. Whereas the first three points are widely understood, it is the fourth one that for us holds the key to productive meetings.

For this chapter, then, we will limit ourselves to describing how we head off fight or flight in a group otherwise structured for success. We will describe a theory and practice that we use to keep a group on task with minimal intervention. Our experience is that when differences cause frustration, fear, or anger, people will keep working on the task to the extent that they view the situation as normal. When people learn to contain their anxiety, they are unlikely to become a “difficult group.” Our job is to help people accept their differences with the least intervention. In particular, we seek to minimize “authority projections”—that is, having people turn to us as saviors, or turn on us as enemies. Rather, we invite people to be responsible for themselves. Our interventions are few and brief. However, the underlying theory requires some explication lest you dismiss what we shall describe as oversimplified.




 DEALING WITH DIFFERENCES 

We trace the evolution of our practice back more than half a century. Not long after World War II, a German refugee psychologist named Solomon Asch (1952) conducted a series of legendary group experiments. Asch was interested in the conditions under which people will maintain their independence from group pressure. He hypothesized that individuals faced with an obvious choice will choose correctly no matter what other group members do. He presented student volunteers with a line drawn on a card. They were asked to select an  identical line from another card containing three lines, two of them of different lengths. All group members but the subject were briefed in advance to give wrong answers. The subject disagreed repeatedly, becoming more agitated and uncertain. Within a dozen trials, most subjects went along with the group, feeling a little crazy to deny their own reality. Although the correct line was obvious, only one person in four held out against group pressure.


 Untangling from Group Pressure 

Seeking to free people from group pressure, Asch tried variations. He gave dissenters a (secret) ally briefed in advance to give an answer contrary to the majority. Now the subjects stood firm. The correctness of the ally’s answers didn’t matter. So long as one other person dissented from the majority, subjects stayed true to what they believed to be right. Asch then had the ally leave the room on a pretext. Many subjects reverted and after a few trials went along with the wrong choice. To maintain their reality, people needed support from another dissenter (Asch, 1952; Faucheux, 1984). We now call what Asch did in his experiments subgrouping. He created two-person subgroups united by their dissent. Without support, few people could stay independent. (See also the discussion of “pluralistic ignorance” in Chapter Eight.)


 Validating the Power of Subgroups 

Now fast-forward several decades. Yvonne Agazarian (1997), developer of Systems-Centered Group Theory, was experimenting with a theory that groups develop new capacity as they discover and integrate differences. She found that a person who makes an anxiety-producing statement risks being ignored, coerced, or attacked. Should that happen, the group abandons its task, moving instead to feelings, overt or unstated, about right and wrong. In effect, people create informal subgroups in the moment, pro, con, or neutral about every statement. Given enough emotionality, such subgroups can easily divert a meeting down unintended paths.

Agazarian hypothesized that all it takes to keep groups whole and working on their task is to make sure that nobody risks ridicule or rejection for saying something out of synch with other group members. Such statements could be as simple as, “My time is being wasted in this meeting, and I don’t like it!” or more complicated—for example, “We have talked a long time about X and Y, and what none of you will accept is that Z—as I have said repeatedly—is the key to the  problem.” The key to managing these challenges is to make visible an informal subgroup of those who share the feelings being expressed. When people at risk have allies, as Asch showed long ago, they are more likely to stay engaged in an authentic way. More, as Agazarian has shown, when people realize that more than one person has a particular concern, all are more likely to stay on task.

Agazarian learned that she easily could make people aware of informal subgroups whenever differences threatened to subvert a task. By surfacing a subgroup for emotionally charged differences, she reduced the possibility of fight or flight. Often, nothing more was required to keep a group working than to say, “Anyone else feel we are wasting time?” or “Are there others who believe Z also is relevant?” Simply having allies identify themselves was all that was needed to keep people engaged and working. Exploring these dynamics, Agazarian made a further significant discovery. Between subgroups that appeared to differ, there were always similarities. Within subgroups of people sharing similarities, there were always differences. When a group was at risk of splitting apart, now and then surfacing allies was not enough to keep the task alive. In those cases, Agazarian found that helping people express the whole spectrum of thoughts and feelings held the key to integrated solutions for complex problems.


 Heading Off Group Splits 

Over time, we adapted Agazarian’s insights to task-focused meetings, using techniques that she developed. If you choose to use the practice outlined here, you will discover a simple way of keeping groups on task regardless of their differences. You can let go of diagnosing a group’s behavior, its stages of development, or its members’ personalities. You won’t have to confront anybody’s behavior. You may free yourself from the burden of needing to fix every problem that comes up. You become active only when disagreements might end productive work. Instead of dreading conflict, you may come to experience differences as a creative opportunity to keep people working without their having to agree on everything.




A THEORY OF DIFFERENCE: WHY WE CAN’T ALL GET ALONG 

What makes leading meetings a challenge is that nobody is indifferent to differences. We may hate them, love them, avoid them, or rub everybody’s noses in them, but the one thing we are not likely to do is remain neutral about  them. When a group starts poking at contrary views, dialogue may turn into dismissal or attack. The task goes out the window. Some may feel the need to convince others they are wrong; some may worry about hurting other people’s feelings; some may start labeling others as “change resisters” or “touchy-feelies” or whatever comes into their heads.

Whether any of this is said or not, once these (largely unconscious) processes get under way, you can say good-bye to task focus, creative solutions, and committed implementation. When a topic is hot, what ought to be ordinary matters of fact—”You believe this; I believe that”—quickly become “my good views” versus “your bad ones.” Those who feel superior start throwing their weight around; those who feel inferior give up or rebel.

Frustration rises. How will you keep the lid on? When views collide, you may be tempted to smooth over the differences. We want to fortify you to respond to tension by moving toward it. Getting people to differentiate themselves—to heighten their awareness of their differences—holds the key to integrated problem solving and decision making.


 We Upset Ourselves over Differences 

There is one near-universal experience that makes the practice we advocate a personal challenge. Heading off potential splits requires new behavior if you are not used to staying with tension when differences arise. From the days when our ancestors lived in caves, people have stereotyped without a moment’s reflection other families, tribes, or villages. It is our lot to categorize people before we know them.

We walk into a meeting with strangers and gravitate toward people similar to us and away from those who are not. We judge people on the basis of very little contact. This process is as natural as breathing. Much of the time our judgments do no harm. If we need to work with others, however, we may escalate first impressions into divisive stereotypes. Think how easily we dichotomize men and women, rich and poor, old and young, fat and thin, light skin and dark, able and disabled, short and tall, sick and healthy, housed and homeless, working and unemployed.

The list never ends. And our negative predictions about “them” can turn deadly, as anyone can tell you who has lived in Northern Ireland, the Middle East, and parts of Africa. There, stereotyping begins with “Catholics are . . . ,” “Protestants are . . . ,” “Israelis are . . . ,” “Palestinians are . . . ,” “Blacks  are . . . ,” “Whites are . . . ,” “Latinos are . . . ,” “Asians are . . . ,” “The rich are . . . ,” “The poor are . . . ,” and ends with vile attributions, hostility, and aggression persisting over centuries. To experience the tip of this iceberg, you need not go to places of hair-trigger conflict. You may encounter incipient aggression in any meeting. Indeed, if you look hard enough, you may find some inside yourself.


 Subgrouping Goes on All the Time in Meetings 

Every meeting provides a forum for mutual stereotyping, drawing on the best and worst parts of our psyches. No matter what formal structures you use, group members from the first moment will be drawn into informal subgroups. Because people keep most projections secret, even those meetings that seem smooth and orderly have as subtext a jumble of unspoken wishes, energies, and frustrated impulses. Somebody forms a judgment and becomes part of a subgroup that includes every other person with similar thoughts. Of course, none know this unless somebody polls the group. There is at work in every meeting an informal system functioning apart from the people in it. This system only becomes a problem when some people silently stereotype a speaker’s comments to the point where they abandon the task. On the surface, you have people doing what they do in meetings, speaking, listening, doodling, daydreaming. Underneath, people are aligning with, distancing from, or ignoring every statement made. Each audible remark becomes a focal point for new subgroups forming and reforming from moment to moment. If a meeting were a cartoon panel, you would see little cloudlike balloons over each person’s head. Inside would be unspoken comments like “That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard” or “I’d never say anything like that!” or “This is a huge distraction” or “I’m glad someone had the guts to speak up.” If the comment stirs enough emotionality, informal subgroups, unknown to participants, can derail a meeting.

Rarely do people voice their judgments of one another. Most of us discover early in life the psychic risks of antagonizing a group. When somebody heeds the impulse to do that, tension rises. Some manage their discomfort by hoping, even expecting, that the leader will take care of it. Others ask challenging questions. Others patiently explain how the deviant missed the point. Some practice a firm, friendly coercion toward their own view. No wonder so many people sit on ideas or feelings that might violate a group’s unspoken norms.




 YOU CAN TURN STEREOTYPICAL SUBGROUPS INTO FUNCTIONAL ONES 

Fortunately, just knowing about this phenomenon gives you leadership options you never had. With a few well-chosen words, you can change a stereotypical subgroup, one based on emotional judgments, into its functional equivalent. We use the adjective functional here to mean “contributing to growth,” not to describe people’s jobs. Functional subgroups transcend the stereotypical subgroups that people form and reform in their heads. Asch showed that so long as each person has an ally, people maintain their independence. Agazarian demonstrated that so long as there is a subgroup for every viewpoint and all voices can be heard, the whole group is more likely to keep working on its task. This point is so easy to miss that it bears repeating. So long as every person has a functional ally—somebody who carries similar ideas or feelings—a group is more likely to keep working. It will not distract itself with side trips into rejecting, rescuing, or scapegoating the member with a difference. Our minimal job becomes helping people experience their functional differences when stereotypes might cause them to abandon the task. If we do this job right, group members will take care of the rest. Our practice, derived from Agazarian’s work, is simple, fast, and effective.


 Minimal Intervention: When to “Just Stand There” 

When we lead meetings, we just stand there so long as people are• Putting out their own ideas
• Asking questions
• Answering questions
• Asking for or giving information
• Building on each other’s ideas



All these behaviors contribute to the task. We even stand there when people flounder, stumble, express confusion, wander off the subject, or dream out loud. Usually a group recovers quickly from occasional side trips. We also believe deep in our beings that every contribution has value, even though that value may not be obvious. Groups usually ignore one person’s stumbling, and so do we. If the flow of conversation veers away for several comments in a row, we consider it our job to point that out. Typical comment: “Let’s pause and see where we are. I think I’m losing the thread.”

Now and then one of us will ask someone who seems to have wandered far alone and is at risk of not coming back, “I know there is a connection between what you are saying and the topic we’re discussing. How does it connect up for you?”

Even when we seem quiet on the outside, just standing there for us involves actively listening with awareness of the way informal subgroups can influence the work.




 FOUR WAYS TO ENABLE FUNCTIONAL SUBGROUPS 

When people say or do something that visibly heightens tension, when we hear the crackle of fragmentation and splitting, fight or flight, we go on high alert. Those are the moments when we must be ready to act. Here we describe four key techniques that make up the core of our meeting management.


 Technique 1: Ask an “Anyone Else” Question 

This practice is stunningly simple. Take action when you hear people make statements so emotionally charged that they put themselves at risk of being isolated or labeled. For example:

Participant: “We have been at this for two hours, and I’m frustrated that the rest of you just want to talk instead of acting!”

We judge the impact of such statements by the extent to which tension rises in the group. Sometimes people jump in to challenge the statement, putting the speaker on the defensive. The temptation is to let the antagonists have it out while others watch. This can make for entertaining reality television, but it rarely expedites the task.

You can do better. What is needed now is neither confrontation nor a search for “truth.” Rather, you need to head off the split so that people keep working. The best way to do that is to invite a functional subgroup for the risk taker. For many people, this will be counterintuitive. Rather than look for somebody who is not frustrated to counterbalance the first person, your best move is to get the frustrated person joined.

Leader: “Anyone else feeling frustrated?”

We expect one or more people to raise their hands. When they do, we ask for their experience. Usually we discover they have a spectrum of frustrations. The speaker is not alone. Frustration is OK. Confrontation is avoided. Everyone has  new information on where others stand. The group moves on. We call such subgroups functional because they advance the task. Note that in highly charged situations, we do not ask people to join the speaker’s contention, only the feeling. If some share any source of frustration, let them say so. Often, people have other reasons. Rather than debate talk versus action, we seek to legitimize frustration by finding a subgroup for that feeling. Only then can we attend to what the meeting should be doing.

Sometimes, however, people ignore the frustrated person, moving on to other topics, leaving emotionality hanging like fog in the air. Is frustration legitimate?

Leader (recognizing unfinished feelings): “I want to go back to what ______ said a minute ago. Is anyone else feeling frustrated?” We stop. We look around. We repeat the question if necessary. We watch for heads to nod.

Leader (to those nodding): “What frustration do you experience?”

One person gives his or her version. Perhaps another chimes in. At this point the group is working again. What might have been a fight becomes a dialogue on a key issue—the degree to which the work frustrates people. This is not a denial of the reality of the person who brought up the issue.

In the welfare-to-work meeting cited at the outset, we allowed the confrontation between the employer and welfare mother to continue for a bit as tensions rose in the room. Before things turned really ugly, we invited the contentious parties into the same functional subgroup by asking, “Anyone else feeling deeply about this issue?” Hands went up around the room from all stakeholder groups. Now several people chimed in with their concerns, enlarging the subgroup. This paved the way for the employer who then asked to know more about the lives of welfare mothers.

By finding an ally, in effect creating a subgroup, we kept both the employer and the welfare mother from becoming isolated and perhaps unwitting scapegoats. We acted to help the group accept frustration rather than turn it into further aggression. See Exhibit 1.1 for specifics.

 

Informal Subgroups Emerge During Meetings Note that we expect functional subgroups but cannot know who will be in them, or when they will become important. We discover all this as the meeting progresses. It takes only one ally to form a subgroup, validate a person’s right to an opinion, and keep the meeting on track. As people learn that there is a subgroup for every issue that matters, they  are more likely to join the conversation and create a more realistic portrait of the whole. The “Anyone else” question also preempts a habit that we often run into, namely somebody saying, “I’m sure I’m the only one who feels this way, but . . . ” or “I know I speak for many others when I say . . . ” Whenever we hear this, we ask the person to ask if anyone else feels the same way.

Exhibit 1.1

  Rules for Asking “Anyone Else?”
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In managing meetings, we need to emphasize, we are not standing there saying “Anyone else?” every few minutes. Even in meetings lasting two or three days, we rarely ask this question more than once or twice. We attribute this to the fact that we seek from the start to validate every person’s experience. When the context includes everyone, most groups then handle what comes up without fleeing or fighting. When groups come to recognize the power of joining, individuals will ask as a matter of course if anyone else feels the way they do. Indeed, if you are participating in a group, not leading, and wonder whether you are alone with a particular view, you can easily ask, “Anyone else?”  rather than wonder. That is the best form of reality check. You keep yourself engaged by surfacing your own subgroup.

 

Suppose Nobody Joins? In our learning workshops, somebody inevitably asks, “Suppose nobody joins?” Well, we have been there too. Once in a great while—maybe every year or two—one of us will ask an “Anyone else” question and be greeted by silence.

Participant: “This has been a big waste of time for me.”

Leader: “Anyone else feel they are wasting their time?”

Nobody says a word.

In that case, we see whether we can authentically join the person who has gone out on a limb. We may wait as long as twenty seconds after asking, “Anyone else?” which seems like an eon longer than eternity. When nobody speaks, tension builds while we consult our experience for an honest response.

Leader: “I’ve had moments here when I thought I was wasting my time, too.”

Suppose we can’t authentically join. The meeting has been great from our point of view.

Leader: “It seems you’re the only one at this moment. Are you able to move on?”


 Technique 2: Use Subgroup Dialogue to Interrupt Polarization 

Asking “Anyone else?” is not always the end of the story. Now and then people become deeply polarized over conflicting beliefs, problem definitions, solutions, or decisions. In such cases, people may strongly disagree without stereotyping each other, but their conflict threatens to derail the task. There is a second technique we use for instances that paralyze a group. Our objective is to have people explore both sides of the conflict, but not in the way you might imagine. So if people overtly split on an issue, we stop the action. We ask people to identify which subgroup they belong to. However, we do not encourage a confrontation between subgroups, as you might do in a debate. Rather, we encourage the A’s to talk with each other while the B’s listen. After all the A’s have had their say, we ask subgroup B to do the same while subgroup A listens.

The reason for this may not seem obvious. When people engage in dialogue with those who are ostensibly similar, comparing notes on what they believe and why, they nearly always discover differences that were not apparent at first. There is a spectrum of views within subgroup A and within subgroup B (just as  members of a political party vote the same way for different reasons). Often this comes as a surprise to both subgroups. Moreover, as people listen in on conversations among those they consider different, they nearly always discover positions similar to theirs that they could not discern until now.

In short, we affirm Yvonne Agazarian’s principle that similarities always exist within apparent differences, and that within apparent similarities there always are differences. As people make these finer distinctions, they develop a more grounded sense of what they consider relevant. They experience a continuum of opinions rather than two opposite poles. They suspend for the time being their stereotypes and projections and get on with the business at hand. Differentiation leads to integration. Both-and replaces either-or as the unspoken group assumption.

 

Example: Mending a Split over Decision Making In a business meeting, people split over what they believed were the principles underlying effective company decisions. Fact-based decision making ranked high for one vociferous person. A vice president hesitantly noted that feelings and intuition often entered into his decisions. The first speaker, surprised by this, heatedly asserted the centrality of facts. We asked her to find out if anyone else shared her view. Several raised their hands. Next, we asked who believed intuition and feelings entered in. Many other hands went up. Two functional subgroups became visible. We asked each subgroup to explore thoughts and feelings among themselves while the other subgroup listened. Members of both soon found differences in their apparent similarities. One woman, for example, admitted that to stay fact based, she had to struggle to keep feelings and intuition out. On the other side, one man said, “Of course I pay attention to data, and I also use information that is not based on hard numbers.”

The subgroups integrated their views by validating each other’s stand under certain conditions. People later said they were astonished that no confrontation was necessary. Indeed, they had created a larger third subgroup, those who could accept that this might be a both-and proposition. The whole exchange took less than ten minutes.


 Technique 3: Listen for the Integrating Statement 

How do you know when a group is ready to take a next step? One clue is when people start recycling earlier statements. This usually indicates that a  spectrum of views is now on the table. No one has more to add. An even more reliable sign that a group has all it needs to move on is what we call an  integrating statement. Polarized groups often get stuck in tense either-or conversations. An integrating statement takes the form of a both-and comment, recognizing that each side of a polarity has validity. When we wait long enough for a dialogue to run its course, a group member will nearly always volunteer such a statement.

In a housing conference, people split over what kinds of housing they wanted to see built. The group was on the verge of a stalemate. At that point, a group member, who had been listening intently, said, “Well, some people want to build high-rise apartments, and others are in favor of townhouses, and others fear public housing in their neighborhoods. We all agree more affordable housing is needed. We don’t have to agree on what form it should take in order to move forward at this stage. We have to take everybody’s concerns into account.”

 

Technique 4: Get Everybody to Differentiate His or Her Position Throughout, no matter what else goes on in a meeting, we stay mindful that people can integrate only to the extent that they make functional differences public. People need to know who they’re dealing with and what they bring to the table. If they don’t, their apparent agreements could be perfunctory, superficial, and unlikely to stand up. We never run an interactive meeting without giving all participants a chance to comment on what they do, why they came, what they want, and what they know. In groups of up to fifty or sixty, we nearly always start with a go-around. We might ask people for their name, role, and interest; for their expectations; or for their understanding of the goal. In larger groups, we might have several small groups do this simultaneously. This technique also becomes a dependable security blanket when there is uncertainty about what to do next. We use the go-around any time we feel stuck and need to break an apparent logjam.

We were managing a workshop in Germany on 9/11. When the news came, several group members said they felt they could no longer stay with the agenda. They wanted to change to a conversation about terrorism, peaceful change, and other concerns. Feelings ran high. Everyone was upset. We stopped the action and said, “We’d like to hear one sentence from each person who wants to speak. How do you feel about this situation? What would you like to do now?” About a  third of the fifty participants spoke. Soon there was a spectrum of views to consider. In the end, the group decided to proceed with the original agenda.

Nearly always, this act of differentiation produces information that gives everyone choices not obvious a few minutes earlier.




 SUMMARY 

For twenty years we have been leading planning meetings in many of the world’s cultures. We learned to reduce our difficulties in multicultural groups by acting on structural issues that we can control. We stopped labeling individual and group behavior and dropped categories like “defensiveness” and “resistance to change.” Instead we chose to see people doing their best with what they had. In this chapter, we described how we head off fight or flight in groups otherwise structured for success—that is, groups that include the right people for the task, have sufficient time, and accept their goals. We described a theory and practice of subgrouping that we use to keep a group on task with minimal intervention.

We cited the work of German refugee psychologist Solomon Asch (1952) and of Yvonne Agazarian (1997), developer of Systems-Centered Group Theory. Both did experiments showing how to help people stay reality focused and engaged despite their differences. Our practice relies on recognizing the existence of informal subgroups that form and reform around every statement people make. We noted the differences between stereotypical subgroups, based on people’s judging others on little information, and functional subgroups, based on people sharing feelings and views relevant to their work. Such subgroups become significant when somebody makes a statement so emotionally charged that others may project negative stereotypical characteristics on that person, causing people to abandon the task. Our intervention is to surface a functional subgroup for the person at risk by asking “Who else feels the same way?” This legitimizes that a spectrum of responses is possible. Most times, this simple intervention is enough to keep groups whole and working. We use it sparingly, as groups tend to catch on quickly that we consider all statements valid.

Sometimes groups polarize around a sticky issue. In such cases, we identify subgroups for each position and ask each subgroup’s members to engage in dialogue among themselves while others listen. Usually this leads to a realization  that a full spectrum of views exists in each group. The issue appears more nuanced than it seemed at first. This procedure usually produces enough new information for people to find a creative resolution. We described two other techniques ancillary to our method: listening for a both-and integrating statement and asking group members when they are stuck to differentiate themselves by hearing each person who wishes to state his or her views.
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chapter  TWO

Building an External Focus: Avoiding the Difficulties on an In-grown Team

Deborah Ancona and David F. Caldwell

 

 

 

As part of a new strategy, a government agency providing consulting services to other agencies reorganized into teams that focused on specific geographic regions. The broad goal of the strategy was to be more responsive to client agencies, in part by identifying issues that might exist within a particular region. One of these new consulting teams was headed by an experienced manager named Chris. (This description is a composite of different groups rather than one team.)




 A DIFFICULT GROUP? 

The move to the use of regionally focused teams was greeted with a mix of skepticism and concern by most of the consultants. Although consultants had sometimes worked together on projects in the past, this new structure was seen as a radical departure from the way the work had been done. Before, teams had been made up of similar specialists; now different types of specialists were combined on teams to serve the needs of a particular region. Because of this, one of Chris’s primary goals was that members see the team as something of an  island of stability in a sea of change. In putting her team together, Chris tried to select people who had experience in working with some of the agencies in the region and who knew each other from past projects. Her initial focus was on ensuring that team members would get to know one another, figure out what they hoped to accomplish, and develop effective processes for getting the work done.

Because the team members had experience with various agencies, they spent a great deal of time exchanging information with one another about their experiences and how they saw the challenges the team would face in implementing the new strategy. During this time, Chris saw her role as that of a facilitator, working to ensure that the team effectively exchanged information and moved toward developing a set of goals for expanding services to agencies. If the team needed resources or information from others in the organization, Chris would handle it, although this was relatively rare. Once the team members had identified an initial model of the kind of services they could provide to the agencies in the region and an ability to work together, Chris planned to spend less time working with the team and a substantial amount of time out meeting with agencies in the region.

Overall, Chris’s plan seemed to work well. Compared to the members of other teams, members of Chris’s team reported higher levels of satisfaction, more cohesiveness, and much less conflict. Further, when the team was asked to assess its own performance, the members described the success the team had in laying out goals for itself, identifying a timeline, meeting objectives, and efficiently making decisions about the services they could provide. Chris herself echoed these comments. In fact, when asked to assess the performance of her team, Chris reported that the team had been very effective in creating a trusting environment for team work. She went on to compare her team with some of the other newly formed teams that seemed to have more conflict, a tougher time arriving at a strategy, and less cohesiveness. When asked about the difference between her team and others, she attributed a large part of her team’s success to its ability to maintain its focus and avoid distractions. She said that some other teams never seemed to jell because they kept getting distracted by “extraneous” information. The other consulting team managers and the vice president of the organization didn’t have much to add to Chris’s evaluation of her team. The vice president said that she had not spent a lot of time with Chris other than during regular meetings. The other managers  reported that they had not spoken extensively with Chris, and their people had not been talking much with the members of Chris’s team.

About six months after the reorganization, the consulting teams were scheduled to begin marketing new products and services to the agencies in their regions. Most of the teams had already begun informally meeting with agencies in their areas, so formally rolling out the new services was an easy process. A couple of the teams found that one or two of the agencies in their regions were interested in services that a consulting team in another region had developed, and they were able to partner with consultants from the other region to deliver the new service. None of this was the case for Chris’s team. Although Chris had tried to meet with agencies and outline what her team was developing, when the consultants began to work with the agencies, they had little success. When they did get an opportunity to make a formal proposal, a comment they frequently heard was that their offering did not really fit some of the new constraints the agencies were facing. About a year after the reorganization, Chris’s team was far behind the other regions in both contracts and billings. As the bad news came in, the tenor of the team’s meetings changed. The group became much more critical of the strategic change that had led to the new organization and voiced complaints about the lack of support from management for the new effort. Within the group, much of the blame for the team’s failure was attributed to problems with the region the group had been assigned. Some members of the team began to speak with consultants on other regional teams to try to understand how they had succeeded; they generally got some broad advice, but little specific help. Over the next few months, performance continued to be substandard, the team began to fracture, and Chris was replaced.




 WHY DID THE CONSULTING TEAM FAIL? 

Explaining why a team might fail is not easy. Every team that fails has a different story—yet when asked to describe those stories, leaders and members of those failing groups often identify the same set of problems. In our experience, the issues that are most frequently raised include the difficulty in arriving at a common goal, conflicts between members, lack of clarity about roles and responsibilities, and a lack of cohesiveness. In short, most of the failures of groups are attributed to the inability of the members to work  together effectively to get the job done. When explaining the performance of a group, most people—including authors of books about effective teams—focus on what is going on inside the group rather than how the team interacts with those outsiders who provide resources to it, will use its product, and will ultimately evaluate its success. Yet despite this bias, our research suggests that teams often fail because of an inability to do the right kind of external outreach.

Although the causes of a group’s failure are often not straightforward, nor do they always have an immediate effect, in retrospect the cause of this failure seems clear. Chris’s team never established relationships with the outside groups—both the agencies that would be their clients and the other entities within the organization—that could provide the resources and information that might help the team be successful. Instead, by relying only on its own resources, the team began a vicious downward spiral. As the team became more internally focused, the members became more disengaged from the organization and therefore lost the potential for support from others who could help deal with the inevitable setbacks a team experiences. The lack of external focus prevented the team from being able to move beyond the information that team members possessed and to develop products that its clients valued. In addition, it also limited the team’s ability to build a positive reputation within the organization. As the group learned that it was not succeeding, the team began to blame outsiders for its difficulties, further limiting its ability either to develop effective relationships with clients or to gain support from others within the organization, thereby cementing a downward spiral of failure, as shown in Figure 2.1.

The focus of this chapter is on how successful teams must develop productive interactions with important outsiders, both inside and outside the parent organization. A team may do a very good job of developing cohesiveness, reducing conflict, and meeting the objectives it sets for itself, yet still fail if it is unable to obtain information and resources from outside the group and build support for the group’s work. This implies that teams must effectively manage their cultural and strategic contexts in order to obtain the important information and resources that are necessary for success. Successful teams must also manage the political process to ensure that data and concerns from important external stakeholders are considered in decisions. (See the Introduction for an explanation of the political perspective.)

Figure 2.1

 The Downward Spiral of Failure

Source: Adapted from D. Ancona and H. Bresman, X-Teams: How to Build Teams That Lead, Innovate, and Succeed (p. 32). Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2007.
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 WHAT IS AN EXTERNAL PERSPECTIVE? 

As the failure of Chris’s team illustrates, the inability to build links with other groups, both inside and outside the organization, can begin a downward spiral that is difficult to correct. Systematic research on teams has confirmed this. In an early study, Gladstein (1984) demonstrated that group process has an external dimension as well as the well-established internal dimensions related to task and maintenance activities. She found that this external dimension was related to the performance of the teams, but that the internal dimensions alone were not. Ancona and Caldwell (1992) took this idea further and identified the specific activities defining this external dimension. They identified three independent sets of activities—what they referred to as Scouting, Ambassadorship, and Task Coordination—that were related to the performance of  teams. In the framework described in the Introduction to this book, Scouting and Ambassadorship primarily reflect the political perspective, and Task Coordination most closely aligns with the rational perspective.

Scouting includes those activities that are aimed at developing a broad understanding of the technical, marketing, and political issues the team may be facing. Scouting represents scanning the external environment to identify opportunities or threats, assess customers or competitors, spot trends, and identify the “best practices” of other groups that might aid the team. Ambassadorship  represents the activities the team performs to build an effective relationship with the senior level of management in the organization. These activities help the team develop an understanding of the strategic direction of the organization that can aid the team in aligning its efforts with important organizational priorities. Ambassadorship is also aimed at getting support for the team and its project from executives and obtaining the resources that are necessary to complete the project. Task Coordination activities represent the ongoing things that are done to manage interdependencies with others, inside and outside the organization. These activities can range from coordinating schedules with other groups, to meeting with customers to fine-tune products, to negotiating with other groups for specific resources. Like Scouting, Task Coordination involves communication with other groups throughout the organization or even outside the organization. However, unlike Scouting, Task Coordination is much more focused; the goal is not general understanding, but rather the resolution of specific issues. Scouting and Task Coordination activities generally involve other groups in the organization that are at a similar level to the team; in contrast, Ambassadorship activities are most frequently directed up the hierarchy of the organization.

Ancona and Caldwell (1992) found that these specific boundary activities were related to the performance of product development teams. In particular, teams that engaged in large amounts of Ambassadorship and Task Coordination were both more innovative and efficient than teams that engaged in smaller amounts of these activities. Somewhat paradoxically, although Scouting is a key activity for teams, too much Scouting or Scouting that is not combined with Ambassadorship or Task Coordination can actually be detrimental to a team’s performance. This happens because the team may constantly change its decisions in response to general information from outside. Also, it is worth noting that assessments of team performance by independent evaluators stand in  contradiction to those of team members. Specifically, independent evaluators saw team performance as related to external activities, whereas team members did not. Instead, team members’ self-ratings of performance were related to cohesiveness and effective internal processes. In many cases, team members come to associate good internal processes with effective performance and ignore the other factors that are necessary for a team to be successful.

Overall, this research and other similar studies (see, for example, Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2002; Cummings, 2004) provide the basis of the external perspective and lead to a number of conclusions. First, external activities are related to a team’s performance. Second, it is not simply the amount of communication that a team has with outsiders but the nature of that communication that leads to high performance. Third, and consistent with the perspective of this volume, the optimal pattern of activities for a team can change over time.

Ancona and Bresman (2007) describe specifically how the necessary boundary activities change over the life of the team. Early in its life, the critical task for a team is discovery—that is, developing a clear understanding of what customers will require and acquiring broad knowledge of best practices, technology, and market considerations. During this time, the team must also begin to develop the support within the organization. Effectively meeting these challenges requires substantial Scouting and some Ambassadorship. But a team cannot “play in the sandbox” for too long. To keep the team moving forward, the critical task of the team needs to shift from discovery to design. The team needs to narrow its search for broad information and work to fully develop its product, process, or idea. During this time, the team must make sure that it can acquire the resources necessary to meet its objective and to ensure that its efforts are aligned with the strategic direction of the organization. This focus on building support within the organization requires a high level of Ambassadorship. In addition, the team should begin working the other groups that ultimately adopt or receive the product of the team. This requires some Task Coordination. Once a design is completed, the challenge for the team becomes that of successfully transferring it either to customers or to those in the organization who move the project forward. During this time, finalizing specifications, schedules, and new responsibilities is critical. This speaks to the need for a high level of Task Coordination. Because the diffusion of the team’s output will be easier if it is supported by higher-level management in the organization, some Ambassadorship is called for.




 WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES TO AN EXTERNAL PERSPECTIVE? 

Although substantial research suggests that an external perspective will aid team performance, these activities must be effectively managed. Recall that this external perspective involves working with other entities both inside and outside the organization. Some teams may concentrate so much on external activities, particularly Ambassadorship, that they are seen primarily as “political” entities, rather than real performers. More problematic, if a team continues to engage in a large amount of Scouting activity late into the design phase of the project, the group may have difficulty in deciding on what its final outcome will be. This is likely either to delay the project completion or even to prevent the group from agreeing on the specifications of the project. If Scouting is taken to an extreme, group members may spend so much time with outsiders—either those inside or outside the organization—that the group runs the risk of becoming “underbounded,” in that the group never really creates a boundary between itself and other entities. When this happens, members of the group see their primary connections outside the group and therefore may never identify with the group or its effort.

Even if external activities are effectively managed, they may affect the internal operations of the group. As group members bring in outside information from divergent sources, conflict and uncertainty may increase. When group members spend time with outsiders, the links they develop with each other may not be as tight as they would be if they worked solely with each other. This can create a situation where the external activities necessary to perform effectively may undermine the internal processes that team members often see as the road map to high outcomes. In evaluating the progress the team is making, leaders and members need to understand the importance of appropriate external activity and how it affects the internal dynamics of a team.




 HOW CAN ONE FACILITATE AN EXTERNAL PERSPECTIVE? 

Building an external perspective in a team is based on three things. First, one needs to understand what the team will require from outsiders. Whether it is information, resources, or support, identifying what will be needed is vital. Second, one needs to put together a team that has the potential to acquire what is necessary. Finally, the external interfaces need to be managed successfully. This third step involves both developing a structure for ensuring that external  activity takes place, and creating processes in the group for successfully dealing with new information.


 Understanding What the Team Needs from Others 

The first task for a leader or facilitator is to begin to develop a sense of what information and resources the team will need from outsiders. Although the list of what is needed will change as the project evolves, beginning with an understanding of the outside requirements is important. One important aspect of this is identifying the specific people who can provide resources or information to the team. A second aspect is determining the areas where Scouting needs to take place. Assessing potential markets, competitors, technologies, and the strategic and political issues within the organization is an important early step. Anticipating how the team’s efforts will unfold is important in establishing areas where in-depth Task Coordination will be necessary. The team leader also plays a critical role in structuring the team to ascertain what resources the team may need, any opposition from others in the organization, and who in the hierarchy can provide support for the team. This analysis helps build a plan for Ambassadorship activities.

As the team does its work, new needs for external activity will emerge. Resources that can provide background information will be identified, areas where extensive coordination is needed will emerge, and politics within the organization may require interactions that were not forecasted. However, establishing an initial road map for managing external interactions will get the team off to a good start.

If we look back at Chris’s team, it is clear that little was done to plan for external interactions. Chris seemed to focus almost exclusively on creating a safe haven for the team. Despite the team’s developing new services, there was no plan for collecting current information from potential clients, nor was there a plan for learning from groups doing similar work. Because the strategic change was new and potentially still evolving, understanding how the group could match its efforts to the new strategy became critical. Chris neglected important Ambassadorship activities by not checking her plan with the vice president or adapting her plan to shifts in strategy. Despite the need for coordinating the team’s efforts with other teams, no plan was made for working with them. Chris seemed to believe that little external action was necessary, especially at the start of the team’s effort, and that what was needed, she could do.


 Composition of the Team 

A key way to develop an external perspective is to put together a team that includes members who can easily build links with other important outsiders. Two common ways of doing this are by selecting people who come from different functions in the organization and by including people who already have well-developed relationships with relevant outsiders.

Building a team of members who come from different functions, regions, or divisions can provide the range of data that is necessary to understand the external challenges the team will face. In addition, people from different areas can provide multiple perspectives for assessing the information. Reviews of research on teams suggest that this type of diversity is related to overall performance primarily because of the diversity of knowledge and the potential for easier connections with the range of functional groups within the organization (Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). In some cases, it may not be easy to bring people from different functions, regions, or divisions into a team. The task may not require people from all areas, or people may not be available. Even if it is not possible to include in the team people from all the different relevant backgrounds, there is evidence that the same advantages can be obtained if the team contains individuals who have previous experience in such contexts (Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2002).

A second approach for managing external interactions is to include individuals on the team who have connections or relationships with others outside the group. These connections could come from working together in the past, common experiences in the organization, or simply personal relationships. When individuals have connections with outsiders, the transfer of knowledge becomes easier.

The types of connections individuals develop with one another vary. Some relationships are strong in that they are characterized by closeness, reciprocation, and substantial time spent together. Other relationships are weaker and are based on more superficial connections in which individuals know one another but do not have a particularly close relationship. In understanding how relationships can help a team develop an external perspective, it is useful to keep three things in mind. First, in strong relationships, people are likely to be willing to extend considerable effort to help each other. In weak relationships, people are likely to share information or provide advice, but may not be willing  to provide extensive help. Second, because weak relationships require less effort to develop and maintain than strong ones, most individuals will have more weak relationships than strong ones. Third, individuals will develop different patterns of relationships. Some people may develop relatively few ties to others. Others may concentrate on developing and maintaining a small number of close relationships. Still others may concentrate on building up a large set of more superficial relationships at work.

Both strong and weak relationships can help a group build an external perspective. When members of a team have extensive relationships with outsiders, the team should be able to locate useful information and resources throughout the organization. Even if the relationships are weak, outsiders can provide advice, identify information sources, and keep the team informed of events. Although these weak relationships can provide extensive information, a strong relationship with a team member will enhance the motivation of an outsider to actively help the team. An external perspective is enhanced when team members have extensive contacts inside and outside the organization—even if the relationships are weak—and strong relationships with individuals whose active help may be critical to the group.

Looking back to Chris’s team, it seems that little thought went into selecting team members who had either a variety of experiences in the organization or who had established connections with important outsiders. In fact, Chris seemed especially concerned about selecting people who either already had ties with one another or who would be able to develop strong relationships with each other. To Chris, the advantage of this strategy was that the members would quickly form a cohesive team and be able to work together. However, such a strategy makes it difficult to build an external perspective. There is evidence that when team members develop strong ties within the group, they may have a hard time developing relationships with outsiders (Reagans & Zuckerman, 2001). By starting with a team whose members had similar experiences and relatively few external connections and then focusing on building relationships within the group, Chris developed a team that would have difficulty accessing the critical outside information. The lack of relationships with outsiders made it hard for Chris’s team to easily complete the Scouting necessary to identify resources and needs. In addition, if members of Chris’s team had had strong relations with members of other teams, they might have been able to enlist their  help in understanding clients’ needs and in gaining an in-depth understanding of the types of programs other teams had developed and successfully sold.


 Managing External Relationships 

After developing an initial road map for external interactions and selecting team members, the leader or facilitator faces the challenge of managing those interactions across the life of the project. At the very beginning of the project, the major issues for the team leader are in laying the groundwork for developing an effective external perspective. Once the team begins its work, maintaining the external perspective through effective Scouting, Task Coordination, and Ambassadorship becomes critical. Doing this requires actively managing team members’ efforts and ensuring that information the team obtains is included in ongoing decisions. As discussed earlier, and elaborated below, the pattern of external activities will change as the group does its work. During the early stage, the key challenge is developing a clear understanding of the specifications for the project. During the middle stage, the major task of the team is developing a prototype or initial design. The final stage is oriented toward refining the initial design, finalizing it, and transferring it to the end users. The following are some of the critical tasks the team leader or facilitator should address in each stage so as to maintain an effective external perspective across the life of the team.

 

Starting Up Even before formal work on the project begins, the following activities are important for positioning the team for success.• Complete an external map by identifying the groups or individuals that can provide information or resources and that the team will need to deal with in the future.
• Have team members describe their external networks and help the team allocate responsibilities for dealing with outsiders.
• Begin to develop internal processes for sharing and processing information. Bringing in outside information is likely to create conflict within the group; therefore, the challenge for the leader is to create an environment for productive conflict.
• Expose all team members to the end users or final consumers of the team’s output. Having all members meet end users will help the team develop a collective sense of customer needs. 
• Build a log for recording and maintaining the information the team members receive from outsiders. This helps keep external information salient for all members of the team.



Early Stage Developing a clear sense of the specifications for the project requires a great deal of external activity.• Substantial Scouting efforts are needed to develop a model of the environ ment as it is seen by the ultimate users of the team’s output. Scouting is also important in understanding what competitors may be doing and identifying resources within the organization, including other groups that may have experience with the type of work the team is doing. Developing this model will require the efforts of most members of the team.
• Task Coordination at this stage of the project will focus on identifying the other groups that will need to work with the team in the future or that will be affected by what the team produces. An important focus will be on beginning to work with the groups that will ultimately take over the team’s output. The team may also begin to identify other people who might be brought in to provide specific information or resources as the project progresses.
• Ambassadorship in the early stage is necessary to understand the strategy of the organization and communicate how the team’s efforts contribute to that. This may require substantial dialogue with others to determine how the team’s output can fit the overall strategy. At this stage, most of the Ambassadorship activity can be done by the team leader or other team members with the communication skills to interact with top management.



Middle Stage Even though the primary focus of the team is on the project, external activities are still important.• The primary purpose of Scouting shifts from general scanning to filling in specific blanks in the group’s knowledge, testing possible solutions with clients, learning from others who have engaged in similar tasks, and tracking any environmental changes that have implications for the team’s proposed direction.
• During this stage, Task Coordination becomes more important than it was earlier. The team may need to develop shared timelines and formally negotiate specifications with other groups. Individuals who have relationships with  important outside groups may need to tap those to manage the shared work that the team will do with these other groups. For the leader, the key task is ensuring that these external links are developed, making sure that needed connections are made and shared milestones reached.
• During this stage, strengthening the relationship between the team and top management is important. Top management support may be necessary to facilitate cross-boundary work that challenges traditional stovepipe com munications. The team leader and selected others should look for opportu nities to present the team’s perspective to others.



Final Stage Transferring the work of the team to other units changes the focus of the team’s external activities.• Scouting shifts its emphasis to collecting best practices about how the team can transfer its output to others. Overall, Scouting becomes less important during this stage.
• Task Coordination will focus on negotiating the transfer of the output of the team. Team members will need to involve other groups in this to ensure their support. The team will also need to build excitement for the project.
• During this stage, Ambassadorship will be directed primarily toward keeping top management’s support in order to deal with any unexpected problems that might arise and on conveying enthusiasm for the team’s work.






 CONCLUSIONS 

The Introduction of this volume describes three broad factors that influence group effectiveness (context, structure, and process) and four different perspectives that reflect the performance of a group (relational, empirical, political, and rational). In our view, one of the critical aspects of the context is the external environment of the team. This external context includes both what is going on inside the organization in which the team operates and the larger external environment. Understanding both is critical for team success. When the team is unable to manage its relations with outsiders effectively, performance will suffer. In particular, when evaluated in terms of the political perspective, failure to manage external relations will prevent the team from fully understanding the context in which it must operate. Similarly, failure to  influence outsiders may prevent the team from creating allies and countering adversaries, thus undermining effectiveness from the political perspective. Effective external relations are also central to aspects of the process factor. If the concerns of all stakeholders are not considered and if multiple teams cannot work together, then political pitfalls will hamper the organization’s ability to create synergies and higher performance within and across teams.

We began this chapter with the observation that there are many reasons a team can fail. In our view, one frequently overlooked cause is the inability of the team to effectively manage its relations with outside groups. Looking back at Chris’s team, it is clear that much of the failure can be traced to lack of management of external activities. Rather than seeking out information from outside the team about the agencies’ needs, the team members relied exclusively on their own experiences. Chris did not work with management to understand how the group’s efforts could be aligned with the new strategy. Team members did not tap into what other groups were doing until it was too late. Overall, Chris failed to stimulate the group to bring new information into its decision making, had minimal contact with top management, and did not push members to develop creative solutions in concert with other teams. Although our focus has been on why a team might fail, there is a positive side to the story. In both our research and consulting, we have seen teams achieve exceptional results by combining an external perspective with good internal processes (Ancona & Bresman, 2007). This is not always easy, but with effective facilitation and leadership, teams can do it.
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‘The demands of attending to the content—the volume and complexity
of the substantive information—in addition to the group process issues
that come into play at each moment in a collaborative meeting may be too
‘much to expect a single human being to meet. Our cognitive capabil
though great, have limitations. Running a meeting and participating in a
‘meeting are each sufficiently demanding tasks that in complex situations,
we ought to focus on one or the other. Having a facilitator whose attention
is focused largely on process issues can be a relief to group members, who
can then attend more fully to the content issues

CompLexiry or Novetty

In complex or novel situations, the group should bring in facilitators who
are familiar with and have process expertise for those types of situations.

Meta-decision making—that is, making decisions about the problem-
solving and decision-making process—is a legitimate specialty in which
experts can accumulate a wealth of knowledge, expertise, judgmental
capability, and practical skill. Although groups ofen have developed their
own expertise for addressing recurring decisions, when approaching
novel situations or tasks that they encounter infrequently, such as
strategic planning, it might be valuable to call in process experts who
work with that type of problem frequently.

Considerations from the Rational Perspective

From the rational perspective, the efficient use of the group’s key
resources—time and money—are important considerations.

Timeuness

If a timely decision is required, as in a crisis situation, the use of a
facilitator can speed the work of the group.

For example, if all the metadecisions were made by the group—
considering alternative process scenarios and carefully planning each
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A group member can effectively perform the role of facilitator in many
situations. This is especially true when group members have attended
facilitator training and gained some experience. Nonetheless, periodically
the question arises, “When should we bring in a facilitator who is not a
‘member of the group or perhaps even not a member of the organization,
or who has some particular type of process expertise?” Another way of
thinking about this question is, “How difficult will it be for this group to
work effectively, what type of difficulty will they encounter, and will
bringing in an outside facilitator be justified?”

Building on the conceptual framework described in this chapter, we
could systematically assess the group’s situation on each of the twelve
conditions. The guide that follows is less ambitious, providing some
guidelines using only the four perspectives of the Competing Values
Eramework—the relational, political, empirical, and rational perspec-
tives—without differentiating between context, process, and structure.

Considerations from the Relational Perspective

From the relational perspective, thinking about distrust, bias, and
intimidation can provide useful insight into the challenges faced by
the group and the potential value of an outside facilitator.

DisTRusT OR Bias

In situations where distrust or bias is apparent or suspected, collaborat-
ing groups should make use of an impartial process expert to facilitate
(and perhaps convene) the group.

Those whose job it is to manage the process, such as project leaders,
bear an enormous influence on the process, and potentially the outcome.
Their decisions—such as the choice of participants, analytical methods,
social interaction methods, and agenda topics and tasks—have funda-
‘mental influence on the group’s collaborative efforts. To give this power
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Functional
task
capabilty

Redress past njustices
related to race, ethnicity,
gender, and so on; ensure
nondiscriminatory
practices

Ensure faimess,inclusion,
developmental
opportunites for all;
recognize the value of a
diverse workforce
Optimize staffing to
facitate task execution in
support of organizational
mission and goals

Legal complance

Assessment of trends
within the organization
over time
benchmarking against
comparable employers
Organization-specifc
task requirements;
“getting the ob done’”
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Context: Environmental or
External Influences

Structure: Formal and
Informal Design

Process: Interactions
Before, During, and
After Meetings

“The intercultural sensitivity
of the faciitator and ts
monitored effect on the task

Different belifs about
paticipation in society
present among and within
the cultures

Differing levelsof soclal
capital present among and
within the cultures

Different views of
leadership present
among and within the
cultures

Different techniques of
dialogue present among
and within the cultures

Differing levels of power
present among and
within the cultures

Different types of
relationships present
among and within the
cultures

Different expressions of
conflit present among
and within the cultures

Different styles of
communication present
among and within the
cultures
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Team lacks understanding
of stakeholdors, including
management and clients.

Team's exclusive raliance
on intemal resources prevents|

T itfrom identitying new trends.

relationships with outsiders, Toam fais to Ink the

project o stategio goals.
Toam lacks alies in
the organization.
Team is unable to gat
help in refining s work.
Toam does not adapt.

|

Toam loses credibilty and
Supportfrom management.

Toam's niial output fals
to meet stakeholders'
expectations.

Team focuses intemally and
begins to blame outsiders.
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How Decision-Making Groups Can Be Difficult

« Failing to satisfy task requirements

+ Making inappropriate decisions

« Creating intragroup tensions

« Complicating the lives of others external to the group

+ Adversely affecting their own members’ credibility
Contributing Factors

« Ignorance of task requirements

+ Misunderstanding of roles and protocols

« Pluralistic ignorance

+ Ego involvement

+ Status differences

+ Failures in leadership
Remedies

+ Clarifying the objectives, task, and procedures

+ Enacting the role of reminder

« Becoming a procedural champion
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Role

Positive Characteristics

Symptoms of Resistance to the
Move to the Return Stage

Journey stage
overview

Seeker

Lover

Creating new meaning and value,
building deep relationships, letting
800f wom-out habits and
procedures, secking new ideas.

Seekers seek enlightenment and
transformation.

Lovers seck deep connection with
themselves and others. They give
of themselves but do not sacifice
themselves.

Identitying more areas that need
exploring and new destinations of
interest; obsessive creative activity;
questioning and paring away at the
nature of their mission. They may
recognize the need to return, but it
s clear that they are o yet ready
o put down roots.

Need for more information, desire
to find out more. Keenness to set
up new projects and visit new sites.
Enjoying the companionship of the
Journey. seeking more friends and
connections,
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question about
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employment at this
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Become familiar with written and unwritten policies and procedures,
and question those that seem to have the potential of interfering with
good relationships.

Find out how policies are established, and become a part of the
policymaking procedures.

Discuss institutional norms and expectations with colleagues; have a
critical voice in questioning those norms.

. See yourself as an advocate for followers rather than an enforcer of
institutional rules.
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Context

Structure

Process

Relational

Political

Rational

Deep historical
grievances and
silence about the
past, along with
painful memories,
cause severe
mistrust.

‘The gender divide and
political tension deny
some participants the
feeling of being well
represented.

Lack of ownership of the
process leaves
participants without
sufficient incentives to
engage in dialogue.

Paticipants felt
disempowered by
process and did not feel
comfortable making
decisions.

Facilitators made only
day trips to the villages,
50 restrctions on the
time scheduled for
dialogue sometimes
made it inconvenient for
villagers.
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Equalty

Inequality

In low-distance societies like the United
States:

People believe that all are “created
equal” and have an equal opportunity to
succeed in lfe.

People assume that all individuals have a
right and responsibility to fully
partcipate inthe public domain and to
share their ideas.

People interact across class and authority
lines as a matter of fact.

In high-distance societies like Somalia
and Mexico:

Unequal status s the norm and is
accepted. Those with more authority
tend not to interact with those with
Tower class or tatus unless in an
authoritarian manner.

Rank, status, and authority give people
a sense of security and certainty. Itis
reassuring to know, from birth, who
they are and where they it in society.
Low-status individuals may not
willingly approach those with higher
status. Thus, participation with leaders,
institutions, and power structures is
uncomfortable.
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Organization Interests

Team Interests

Explicit .

« Help manage return to work (safety)

+ Maximize the potential for resoluion
and closure with this team (move past
this)

+ Help team regan s effectiveness and
credibilty (get the job done
professionally)

Underlying .

+ Manage reorganization effectively

« Avoid further employment
complcations .

+ Stop complaints from other areas

A need for clarity and understanding
about the reorganization and their roles
and responsibilties both as team
members and in the organization as a
whole

Ateam structure that was balanced, fair,
and efficient

‘Openness about decision making.
Asense of direction from management
Individual and team professionalism—
accomplishments understood and
recognized

Changed communication—making the
shift to professional and appropriate
behaviors from the personal and difficult
behaviors that had become the norm
To feel okay about coming to work in
the moming

o trusttheir teammates and move past
the issues they'd been having

Process Needs—Rational Objectives—What the Team Needed to Do

Begin to rebuild team relationships

Find ways for the team members to engage—with the issues and with each other
trengthen the tean's ablty to carry out the work

+ Support the team in developing future actions, defining roles and responsibiltes

« Support information required from the organization: decisions outside the team

Process Needs—Experiential Objectives—How the Team Would Fee/

« Experience the power of positive, affirmative communication
« Find the resources and the successes of the past
« Find positive images and energy and the common ground in those stories

+ Feel lighter, less burdened, more hopeful

+ Shift the picture of the team from despair and blame to hope and responsibilty
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Group Context
Harassment Policies
Appraisal and Reward Systoms
Expectations and Training on Respect

Group Structure
Leadership
Power Distribution
Work Stressors

Group Processes’
Communication Pattems
Confict Climate
Identity and Emotions
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Create Action Plans That Address Racial and Ethnic Barrers

Sesons.

Priortize Barriers and Acton Steps

Sessons

Discuss How Racial and Ethnic Diferances Impact the School

Tak About Race, Racism, and Stereotypes

‘Share Information About Our Cultures and Backgrounds

‘Set Ground Rules and Work on Building Trust
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meeting—it would take valuable time away from treating the substantive
issues they want to address. Unlike parliamentary procedure, for which
there are prescribed rules that address nearly every procedural issue that
a decision-making group can encounter, there is no widely accepted rule
book for collaboration. Groups are faced with either making up the rules
as they go along or using the rules of the process expertas a “collaborative
parliamentarian” who will choose which procedures to apply, make up
new ones as appropriate, steer the group through their application, and
explain them as needed.

Cost

A facilitator can help the group reduce the cost of meeting as a barrier to
collaboration. When the participants find it difficult to get together, either
because of the cost of travel or other obligations, use of a facilitator can
reduce the cost of collaboration. By vesting responsibility for process in
the facilitator, the group reduces or eliminates the time it has to spend on
‘metadecisions, makes use of more effective methods known to the
process expert, and takes advantage of the facilitator’s attention to
helping the group accomplish its goals.

Although these considerations are not exhaustive, they do provide some
assurance that you are thinking about each of the four perspectives when
considering whether to bring in an outside facilitator. The following
summary is intended to help you assess each of these considerations.
Higher ratings suggest that the person in the role of group facilitator
should be clearly differentiated from that of participant or that an outside
facilitator (someone who is not a member of the group or organization)
should be engaged.

Note: Ealir versions of thi asessment guide appeared in “The Role of Facltation in Collsborative
Groups” by . Schuman, 1996, i C. Husham (5, The Searc or Collaboative Adsantage; Londor:
Sages andin “What to Look fo in a Group Facltator,” by . Schuman, 1996, Quality Progess, 25(6),
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to anyone who has a stake in the outcome gives that person potentially
more power than the others. Consequently, the other group members
‘might view such leaders as biased, steering the process in some way to
favor their own ends. This might be true, but even if not, it might be
perceived as such. A facilitator who does not have a stake in the outcome
i less likely to be perceived as being biased.

INTIMIDATION

The presence of a facilitator can foster the participation of individuals
who might otherwise feel intimidated.

In situations where participants are of disparate educational, social, or
economic status; are at different levels in organization hierarchies; or are
in other types of control relationships (such as clients and service
providers or small businesses and government regulators), some partic-
ipants might feel intimidated and be disinclined to participate. Often the
presence ofa facilitator provides participants with a neutral-status person
to whom they can direct their comments more comfortably. The facilita-
tor is skilled in eliciting information in a nonthreatening way, thus
fostering productive conversations. However, in some situations, the
presence of intimidation, distrust, or bias might suggest that private or
anonymous information collection is appropriate.

Considerations from the Political Perspective

Erom the political perspective, rivalry between individuals and organi-
zations, and the degree to which the problem is well defined and widely
shared, can be useful indicators of the difficulties to be encountered by
the group and the contributions an outside facilitator might make.

Ratay

Rivalries between individuals and orga
presence of an outside facilitator.

ations can be mitigated by the
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Resource-Based Conflict

Identity-Based Conflict

Center of the
dispute

Conflit
management/
negotiation
approach
Goalof the
negoiation

Tangible resources, clearly
defined stakes over fnite goods
or services

Concrete desired outcomes

Involves resource-based and
mixed-motive bargaining

‘Address the tangible, practical
resources being competed for

Intangible, existential needs
(collective nee for dignity,
recogition, safety, control,
purpose, efficacy, and so on)
that are rooted in abstract
dynamics of history, culture,
and belief systems

Abstract and complex goals
Interactive dialogue about
needs and values, which
promotes voice and
recognition

Create space for a long-term
concillation
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Context

Structure

Process

Relational

Political

Empowered village
residents feel

incentives to engage
in a dialogue process
that belongs to them.

Empowerment of
villagers ensures that
the time and space of
the dialogue fit
participants' needs.

Empathy increases
sincerity and trust.

Empowerment and
sense of ownership.
among participants
create an equal forum
for decision making.

Facilitators work to
highlight “empathy-
ich” moments to
connectvillage
residents’ seemingly
disparate stores of the
past.

Lengthy assessment,
trust building, and
process of
familiarization help
make each participant
feel well represented.
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Roles

Positive Characteristics

Symptoms of Resistance to the Move
on to the Preparation Stage

Retum
stage
overview

Ruler

Magician

sage

Jester

Creating a prosperous and healthy
organization that benefits il

Rulers' goal is a well-ordered
prosperous, healthy, and happy
state of affars.

Magicians are nterested in
transformation, extending.
possibilties, and healing wounds.
Sages are the wise ones who

give trusty, knowledgeable advice.

Jesters make light of srious isues
and thereby have the ability to
speaktruth to those in a positon of
power.

Strong, often credible and authoritative:
commitment to the current rules and
hierarchies; arguing that major change
can be accommodated within the
present way of doing things; recognizing
that one day the call will come to begin
another journey, but believing that the
time has not yet come.

Emphasis on rles and the current way of
doing things; demonstration of status and
power within a group event.

Arguing that the new change is part of
the existing transformation, not a need
for afurther transformation.
Contradicting and undermining new
forms of knowledge, using evidence to
uphold the status quo,

Inappropriate joking and wisecracking.






OEBPS/schu_9780470594124_oeb_010_r1.gif
Participants are often reluctant to exhibit personal rivalries or attacks
in the presence of an outsider. They might realize that their claims might
not seem valid when viewed externally, and so do not even raise them.
Participants are often surprised at how polite they are to each other.
When rivalries surface, a facilitator can work with the group to determine
if they are relevant to the task at hand, and if not, whether the group can
refocus on its stated purpose. When rivalries are germane—either to the
task at hand or to the long-term development of the group—the facilita-
tor can assist the participants in understanding them as part of the issues
to be addressed collaboratively by the group.

ProBLEM DERINITION

If the problem situation is poorly defined, or defined differently by
different parties, an impartial listener and analyst can help the group
construct a complete, shared understanding of the problem.

‘When people come together with disparate views, they are often more
concerned with having their own point of view understood by others than
they are in gaining an understanding of others’ views. A facilitator can
guide the group through listening, analyzing, and summarizing each
point of view; help members understand and learn from each other; and
work with the group to create a shared understanding of the problem.

Considerations from the Empirical Perspective

Erom the empirical perspective, the information demands that the group
must face, and the degree to which the group is practiced at integrating
that information for the particular type of problem at hand, are important
concerns.

Human Limirs

‘The depth and breadth of substantive issues may be so great that to think
about them and the group’s process issues is too much for any person to
think about all at once.
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Context Structure Process.

McGrath  Environment-level Group-level factors  Group

(1964) factors Interaction
process

Gladsteln  Organizational resources  Group composition  Group process
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Schwarz  Group context Group structure Group process

2002)
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Think about your life experiences and try to define your past, where
you came from.

Evaluate yourself; find out who you are. To what extent are you
hopeful, optimistic, resilient, or confident If you evaluate yourself
poorly according to these criteria, try to find out why, and think of
ways to improve.

Define the context in which you are working. Find out how your
context is shaped and framed.

Think about your organization and evaluate how you are supported.
Think about triggering events, your experiences, landmarks in your
life.

Think of yourself—evaluate your identity, ambitions, and emotions;
be aware of and frank about your strengths and weaknesses; and try
to expand your set of values so that you can regulate and develop
yourself.
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Relational | Political Rational Empirical
Context | Build Hold effective
cohesion and meetings
trust Align goals
Monitor Use technology
performance appropriately
Structure | Maintain Set goals
psychological Consider
safety individual
Keep teams member needs
small Develop team
identity
Process | Manage Address Solve problems | Handle
conflict stakeholder | Meet deadlines | communication
Respect views Negotiate media
divergent Empower | personality Familiarize
values theteam | issues technology
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1. Listen for the intensity of feeling, and note what happens in the group.
If anxiety rises, if you sense more tension in yourself, that could be a
‘moment to ask an “Anyone else” question. (Many statements require
no response. The person making them is satisfied to get it out, and
people accept the comment as part of the dialogue.)

2. Cite the content of a statement only when the content does not
threaten a personal attack or a divisive argument.

Participant:

“Pm confused about what's going on right now.”
Leader: “Anyone else confused?” (Rather than “Let me explain it to
you)

3. Cite only the feeling behind the statement if the issue is potentially
divisive. In other words, find a subgroup for the emotion, so that all
emotions remain legitimate.

Participant: “I'm getting impatient with the idea that

Leader: “Is anybody else impatient right now—for any reason?”
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The Handbook for Working
with Difficult Groups

HOW THEY ARE DIFFICULT,
WHY THEY ARE DIFFICULT AND
WHAT YOU CAN DO ABOUT IT

Sandy Schuman
Editor
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Consensus Reality (CR):

Emergent Level (EL):

Pre-Emerging (PE):

Consensus reality includes experiences that we
tend to agree on; it includes focus on rules,
structure, and objectively measurable outcomes
and is based on an assumption that we can
control events.

Emergent experiences are subjective, not
‘measurable, and not in our control. They
include group and relationship issues,
experiences of rank differences, somatic
experiences, roles, and our assumptions about
each other.

‘The pre-emerging level is something that is
Sometimes barely noticeable, like an atmosphere
or the most deeply held values that we can’t
quite articulate. It is an indescribable yet
sentient essence, like a feeling, a tension, or
something joyful.
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Masculinity

Femininity

Societies such as Mexico and the United
States that score higher on masculinity
tend to:

Appreciate assertiveness

Be achievement oriented

Reinforce for both men and women
traditional workplace values of power
and control (that were once more the
male model and now are more common
for women also)

Societies such as Somalia that score
lowertend to:

Exhibit more modest and caring
values—both men and women
Display less assertiveness and
workplace achievement orientation—
both men and women

Have a more traditional male model of
public decision making, as the women
are honored in family and nurturing
roles
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Positive Characteristics.

Symptoms of Resistance to the
Move to the Jouney Stage

Preparation
stage
overview

Innocent

Orphan

Warrior

Caregiver

Taking responsibility for themselves
within the group, exploring trust
and interdependence with others,
being able to stand up for what they
believe to be right, equipping
themselves for the journey ahead
with realism and optimisrn

Innocents want to be loved and be
part of things. They trust others and
can be a source of optimism and
hope.

Orphans ty to protect us from being
abandoned, hurt, or victimized.
‘They recognize the importance of
collective action

Warriors challenge everything that
threatens the survival of their way of
lfe. They are combative and
competitive, with a strong team
spirit, and are focused on winning
curtent batties.

Caregivers are prepared to sacifice
thelr own wishes to care for others
‘They are mutually supportive and
team focused, and they look after
the relational aspects of e group.

Not wanting to move on, often
‘blaming external forces for the need
to: not recognizing personal impact
on the group; splitting into factions
and fighting among themselves;
engaging in rescuing behavior and
unnecessary self-sacrfice; generally
denying the need to move forward.
Denal of the need to change;
superfcial comments; frendly but
unchallenging contributions to group
exercises. Where the team s, is as
good as it gets.

Refusalto trust anyone outside the
tea; suspicion and the search for
hidden motives on the part of
anyone who may not be part o the
group—including the faciitator.
Assertiveness; not prepared to let the
opportunity for a fght pass them by;
competition between subgroups
within the team; short-term focus on
current goals.

Inward looking and risk averse, they
may display disempowered “victi”
or inappropriate *rescuer” behavior,
Members of the group may identify
the facitator a a threat, and the
Caregivers within the group willseek
1o protect the members.
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There is a conflict trigger that begins the sequence of events. This may
be a dispute between two parties, but it may also be unilateral, such
that only one party perceives a threat (for example, the target’s
characteristics are seen as undesirable). The hostile acts begin.

. Oneofthe parties gets the upper hand through more formal or informal
power, political tactics (for example, turning the rest of the group
against the target), more aggressive techniques, or simply inflicting
‘more harm. In cases where the perpetrator is a supervisor, this power
differential is already embedded in the relationship. The target is put
in a low power position such that it is difficult to defend himself or
herself. Bullying begins in carnest, often with the involvement of
coworkers who become convinced that the target “deserves it.”

. The target seeks help by appealing to management or human re-
sources. In many cases, support is immediately denied, and targets
are told that they are overreacting and should cope and handle
the conflict themselves. In cases where allegations are investigated,
there is insufficient evidence to support the target’s position because
of the subtle nature of the acts and the group’s implicit corroboration.
The target returns to work.

. The target is stigmatized; he or she is branded as a “difficult” or
“troubled” employee who is disrupting the group. The bullying
escalates. Over time, the target begins experiencing mental strain
and physical ailments, which impair work and life quality.

. The target is eventually pushed out of the work context. Voluntary
resignations are most common, although involuntary resignations
and stress leaves also occur frequently. In rare cases, victims may
attempt suicide or try to “get even” by enacting violence.
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Role

Positive Characteristics

Symptoms of Resistance to the
Move to the Retur Stage

Creator

Destroyer

Creators are interested in new
creation and beginnings, facing the
challenge as a new opportunity,
recelving the giftas an opporturnity
todo something new.

Destroyers know that you cannot
create and recognize your gifts
without being prepared to lt go,
to destroy in order to rebuild.

More things to create, continuing
idea generation, new options and
models for action without a
decision.

More challenges that need to be
tackled, paring away at the current
mission while rsisting the need to
move on
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When to Use an Outside Facilitator

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
interpersonal trust  DISTRUST OR BIAS suspicion
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

low status differential ~ INTIMIDATION ~ high status differential

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
low competition RIVALRY high competition
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
well defined, PROBLEM DEFINITION poorly
held in differently
common defined
T2 3 4 s 6 7 8 9 1
low demands HUMAN LIMITS high demands
12 3 4 s 6 7 8 9 1
simple or COMPLEXITY OR NOVELTY complex or
familiar unfamiliar
situation situation
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 ] 10
no rush TIMELINESS pressure to

solve quickly
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
easy to cost difficult to

get together get together
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The Handbook for Working
with Difficult Groups

HOW THEY ARE DIFFICULT,
WHY THEY ARE DIFFICULT AND

WHAT YOU CAN DO ABOUT IT

Sandy Schuman
Editor

D JOSSEY-BASS
A Wiley Imprint
, www.josseybass.com
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Individualism

Collectivism

In highly individualistsocieties ike the
United States:

Individuals feel free to voice their
personal opinions, believing what is
‘good for them is what they should
strive toward. Voting is used to
determine which individuals “win."”
Individual contributions and
accomplishments are highly prized.

In fow individualitic (collectivist)
societies like Somalia and Mexico:
There s a strong sense of shared
accountability and responsibility
because of the emphasis on the group.
Consensus and group decision making is
preferred.

Being “singled out” may be
embarrassing, and individual
accomplishment and iitiative are
downplayed and even discouraged.
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