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Chapter 18
Speaking in Small Groups

The president of a small company decided to remodel the office space on her management floor. She assigned her youngest vice president, Greg ​Anapau, to make a plan for remodeling the offices and to carry through the plan.


Greg was very pleased with his plan. He thought he had taken everyone’s needs into account, and he had arranged for most of the remodeling to be done over a long weekend so no one’s work would be disrupted. On Monday morning, after the remodeling, Greg settled back in his office waiting for congratulations to pour in.


Instead, a crowd of angry people stormed into his office. “There’s no telephone jack in my room,” said the advertising manager, “and the telephone company says it can’t put one in for three weeks. How can I do business without a telephone?”


Right behind him was the administrative assistant. “Do you realize,” she said, “how far I have to walk to get to the president’s office? It’s only 15 feet from my room, but with that new partition, I have to walk halfway around the building!”


Next came the research manager, who said, “What am I supposed to do with my library? All my books are packed up and there’s no place to put them.”


Angriest of all was another vice president. “For heaven’s sake,” she said, “why ​didn’t you ask me? The same things happened the last time the offices were moved around. I could have told you to watch out for the phone jacks and the research library.”


Wearily, Greg went back to his blueprint, making plans to rearrange the offices again.


What went wrong? Greg did not have enough resources on his own to make a successful plan. If a group, instead of a single person, had been assigned to remodel the offices, the problems might have been averted. One person could have taken charge of space needs, another of traffic paths, a third of telephones and other equipment, and so forth. The final plan would have taken all factors into account.


Of course, you may have heard the old saying that “a camel is a horse designed by a committee.” If you have ever been part of a group that seemed to get nothing done, you may be inclined to say, “Oh, let one person decide and get it over with.” The problem in such cases, however, is not that there is a group, but that the group is not functioning properly. A great deal of research shows that if members of a group work well ​together, they can almost always resolve a problem better than a single person.1

This chapter deals with speaking in a particular kind of group—the ​problem-solving small group.

What Is a Small Group?

As its name implies, a small group has a limited number of members. The minimum number is three. (A group of two persons is called a dyad, and it operates quite differently from a group of three or more.) There is some difference of opinion about the maximum number of people who constitute a small group. Most experts set the maximum number at seven or eight; some go as high as twelve.2 The important point is that the group must be small enough to allow free discussion among all members. In small-group 

Dyad: a group of two people.
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communication, all participants are potentially speakers and listeners. A manageable number of people permits everyone to shift easily between speaking and listening.


Members of a small group assemble for a specific purpose. They are not just a band of three to twelve people who happen to end up in the same room. Several shoppers milling around the clothing section of a department store are not a small group, even if they speak to one another or comment about high prices and poor service. But if those same shoppers decided to meet together and prepare a formal complaint to the store manager about high prices and poor service, they would then constitute a small group. They would have assembled for a specific purpose.


A problem-solving small group is formed to solve a particular problem. Such groups exist in every area of life. Business groups consider ways of increasing sales. Church groups discuss how to raise funds and provide for the needy. Groups of parents work on improving day care facilities. The President’s cabinet debates a foreign policy move. A ski club evaluates proposals for the next outing. You will almost surely be a member of many problem-solving small groups during your life.


Although speaking in a small group is not the same as public speaking, it involves many similar skills. Members of a small group influence one another through communication. At times they inform their fellow members. At other times they seek to persuade them. As a participant in a small group, you might influence your colleagues by giving them important information, by encouraging them to speak, by convincing them to change their minds, by leading them into a new channel of communication, even by getting them to end a meeting of the group. All other ​members of the group have the same opportunity to influence you through effective communication.3
Leadership in Small Groups

We have said that small groups often make better decisions than do ​individuals. But the word “often” should be stressed here. To make sound decisions, groups need effective leadership.

Kinds of Leadership

Sometimes there is no specific leader. In such a situation, members of ​effective groups tend to have equal influence. When a need for leadership arises, any of the members can—and one probably will—provide the ​necessary leadership. A typical instance might be a class project, in which you and several classmates are working together. From time to time each of you will help the group move toward its goal by suggesting when and where to meet, by outlining the strengths and weaknesses of a certain viewpoint, by resolving disagreements among other members, and so forth.4

In some circumstances a group may have an implied leader. For ​example, if a business meeting includes one vice president and several subordinates, the vice president becomes the implied leader. The same is 
Small group: a collection of three to twelve people who assemble for a specific purpose.

Problem-solving small group: a small group formed to solve a particular problem.

Leadership: the ability to influence group members so as to help achieve the goals of the group.

Implied leader: a group member to whom other members defer because of her or his rank, expertise, or other quality.
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true if one ​member of the group is a specialist in the topic at hand and the others are not. Members will likely defer to the person with the ​highest rank or ​greatest expertise, and that person will become the group’s implied leader.


Even when a group starts out leaderless, there may be an emergent leader. This is a person who, by ability or by force of personality, or just by talking the most, takes a leadership role. The emergence of a leader may or may not be desirable. If the group is stalemated or has dissolved into ​bickering or making jokes, an emergent leader can put the group back on track. There is a danger, however, that the emergent leader may be not the most effective leader but merely the most assertive personality. Ideally, each member of the group should be prepared to assume a leadership role when necessary.


Finally, there may be a designated leader—a person elected or appointed as leader when the group is formed. A group that meets for only one session should almost always have a designated leader who takes care of the procedural tasks and serves as spokesperson for the group. Likewise, a formal committee will usually have a designated chairperson. The chair can perform leadership functions or delegate them, but he or she remains in charge of the group.5

A group may or may not need a specific leader, but it always needs leadership. When all members of the group are skilled communicators, they can take turns at providing leadership even if the group has a ​designated or implied leader. As you develop group communication skills, you should be prepared to assume a leadership role whenever ​necessary.6
Functions of Leadership

An effective leader helps the group reach its goals by fulfilling three overlapping sets of needs—procedural needs, task needs, and maintenance needs.

Procedural Needs

Procedural needs can be thought of as the “housekeeping” requirements of the group. They include:

Deciding when and where the group will meet.

Reserving the room, checking the number of chairs, making sure the heat or air conditioning is turned on.

Setting the agenda of each meeting.

Starting the meeting.

Taking notes during the meeting.

Preparing and distributing any written handouts needed for the ​meeting.

Summarizing the group’s progress at the end of the meeting.

Emergent leader: a group member who emerges as a leader during the group’s deliberations.

Designated leader: a person who is elected or appointed as leader when the group is formed.

Procedural needs: routine “housekeeping” actions necessary for the efficient conduct of business in a small group.
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If there is a designated leader, she or he can attend to these needs or assign one or more group members to do so. Otherwise, members of the group must devise ways to split the procedural responsibilities.

Task Needs

Task needs go beyond procedural needs and are substantive actions necessary to help the group complete the particular task it is working on. They include:

Analyzing the issues facing the group.

Distributing the workload among the members.

Collecting information.

Soliciting the views of other members.

Keeping the group from going off on a tangent.

Playing devil’s advocate for unpopular ideas.

Formulating criteria for judging the most effective solution.

Helping the group reach consensus on its final recommendations.


Most members will help the group satisfy its task needs. Leadership becomes necessary when some task needs are not being fulfilled adequately, as in this example:


A group of students had undertaken to solve the parking problems on their ​campus. The group had held several meetings, and most of its task needs had been met. Members had done a good job polling students for their opinions, discussing alternative ​

Caption:

Small groups require effective leadership to accomplish their goals. Some groups have a designated leader, while others have an implied leader or an emergent leader.

Task needs: substantive actions necessary to help a small group complete its assigned task.
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solutions with the administration, and considering the relative merits of each solution. However, one member of the group, Pilar, noticed that two items had not been given enough attention: No one had investigated potential sources of money for new parking facilities, and no one had studied the environmental impact of constructing ​additional parking spaces. Therefore, Pilar briefly took a leadership role to perform a task need for the group. She pointed out that these two areas had been neglected and ​recommended that the group explore them further.


The effective leader—whether permanent or temporary—has a realistic notion of the group’s task needs and of how to meet them.

Maintenance Needs

Maintenance needs involve interpersonal relations in the group. They include such factors as:

How well members get along with one another.

How willing members are to contribute to the group.

Whether members are supportive of one another.

Whether members feel satisfied with the group’s accomplishments.

Whether members feel good about their roles in the group.


If interpersonal problems dominate discussion, the group will have a difficult time working together and reaching a decision. This is one of the more important areas calling for effective leadership. A leader can do much to create and sustain supportive communication in the group. By helping group members handle conflict, by working out differences of opinion, by reducing interpersonal tension, by encouraging participation from all members, by being alert to personal feelings, and by promoting solidarity within the group, a leader can make a tremendous contribution toward helping the group achieve its goals.7
Responsibilities in a Small Group

Every member of a small group must assume certain responsibilities, which can be divided into five major categories: (1) commit yourself to the goals of your group; (2) fulfill individual assignments; (3) avoid interpersonal ​conflicts; (4) encourage full participation; (5) keep the discussion on track. Some of these responsibilities involve leadership roles, but all five are so important that each participant should take them as personal obligations, regardless of the group’s leadership. Let us look more closely at each of these responsibilities.

Commit Yourself to the Goals of Your Group

For a group to succeed, members must align their personal goals with the group’s goal. This sounds obvious, but it is not always easy. When you are working with other students on a class project, the group goal—and 
Maintenance needs: communicative actions necessary to maintain interpersonal relations in a small group.
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most likely the goal of each member—is to get a good grade, which should ensure a positive attitude toward the group. There is a strong incentive for members to cooperate and commit themselves to completing the task.


Problems arise when one or more members have personal goals that conflict with the group’s goal. Here is the kind of situation that can occur:


Sherri Baines is a member of the committee to buy new equipment for the local newspaper’s employee cafeteria. Because the budget is very tight, the committee’s goal is to get the best equipment for the lowest price. But unknown to the other members of the group, Sherri’s son-in-law is a salesman for a distributor of high-priced kitchen appliances. Privately, Sherri has reasoned that if she can sway the committee toward that company, her son-in-law will get a large commission. Sherri does not mention this fact to the group. Instead, she argues that quality—not price—should be the determining factor in the purchase. The group process breaks down because Sherri will not surrender her private goal.


This is an extreme example, but there can be more subtle kinds of private goals, as in the following case:


Carlos and Rachel are part of a group, and Carlos would like to be on closer terms with Rachel. In order to impress her, he may agree with everything she says, regardless of whether he really shares her views. Consequently, Carlos’s expressed views are not his actual views. In short, Carlos has a hidden agenda in the group meeting. The group’s agenda is to solve the problem, but Carlos’s agenda is to get a date with Rachel.


Group members may have all sorts of hidden agendas. One may be ​experiencing personal problems—lowered grades, a breakup with a friend, trouble at home, or just a bad day. Another may have a commitment to a different group whose goals conflict with those of the present group. A third may want to take charge of the group for reasons of personal power, regardless of the group’s task.


Remember that what one member of a group does affects all the other members. You should not try to advance your own interests or boost your own ego at the expense of the group and its goals. Beware of hidden ​agendas—whether yours or someone else’s—and participate with a positive spirit. If a group is to work effectively, all members must commit themselves to the goals of the group and cooperate to achieve them.

Fulfill Individual Assignments

As mentioned earlier, one of the advantages of the group process is that it divides the workload among several people. Work assignments might involve gathering information, making arrangements for a meeting, researching a particular aspect of the group’s topic, taking notes at a meeting, and so forth. Unless every member fulfills his or her assignments, the group’s entire project may fail—as in the following example:


Several years ago, one student group decided that as a class project they would bring Easter baskets to the patients in the children’s ward of a local hospital. After the 
Hidden agenda: a set of unstated individual goals that may conflict with the goals of the group as a whole.
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project had been approved, assignments were given out. Navid would coordinate with the hospital authorities. Corrine would handle fund-raising for the needed supplies. Jesse would supervise the egg-decorating team. Xunhua would be responsible for buying baskets and chocolate bunnies. Justin would arrange for transportation to the ​hospital.


Everybody completed their assignments except Justin, who was busy writing a term paper. He asked a friend to pick up a bus schedule and assumed everything would be fine. On Easter morning the group assembled at the bus stop, loaded down with baskets for the children. And they waited and waited. After an hour Justin called the bus company, only to discover that the buses did not run on holidays. By the time Justin had made other arrangements to get to the hospital, visiting hours were over, and the group could not get in.


No matter what other assignments they may have, all members of a group have one very critical assignment—listening. If you tune out the person who is speaking, or if you concentrate entirely on what you plan to say next, the group is not going to make much progress.


Effective listening is vital to small-group communication. First, it helps you understand what is happening in the group. And unlike a public speaking situation, you can stop the speaker and ask for clarification on any point about which you are confused. Second, listening helps you evaluate the merits of the speaker’s position in relation to your own. Third, listening ​provides support for the speaker and helps establish a positive climate for discussion. In group discussion, as in other kinds of situations, listening is crucial to effective communication.8
Avoid Interpersonal Conflicts

If groups were made up of robots, there would be no problem with interpersonal conflicts. But groups are made up of people—people with likes and dislikes and animosities and prejudices and very different personalities. It is vital to the group process that disagreements be kept on a task level, rather than on a personal level.


Suppose you disagree with another member’s idea. Disagreement on the personal level could sound like this: “That’s the most stupid idea I ever heard of! Do you realize how much money it would cost to do that?” But on the task level, disagreement is aimed at the idea, not the person: “Potentially that’s a very good solution, but I’m not sure we have enough money to accomplish it.”


When disagreements are allowed to become personal, some members may start to see the group as a kind of debating society. Rather than focusing on the task, they may spend their time getting even with other participants, defending themselves, trying to score points, and jumping on ​people’s ideas. Other members—especially those who are shy or soft-spoken—may recoil from the verbal combat and withdraw from active participation in the group’s deliberations.


No matter what the group, personal antagonism leaves a bad taste in everyone’s mouth and harms the performance of the group. It’s essential that someone take a leadership role and bring the discussion back to the ​relevant 
Responsibilities in a Small Group
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The Internet Connection

Interested in learning more about leadership? Log on to the Center for Creative Leadership’s research site at www.ccl.org/research/projects.htm. The center works with individuals and groups around the world to help organizations of all kinds improve their managerial and leadership skills.


The University of North Texas Center for the Study of Work Teams deals with a wide range of topics relevant to small-group communication. You can access the center’s website at www.workteams.unt.edu/. 

issues. Let’s say your group is considering the practicality of adding a ​vegetarian section to the dormitory food service. The discussion might go like this:

Miguel:
It seems to me a waste of time, money, and space to make a special section for vegetarians. There are plenty of vegetables on the menu now. Anyone who doesn’t want to eat the meat doesn’t have to.

Liu:
You’re not getting the point. Vegetarian menus have to be balanced with enough vegetable protein. It’s not enough to say, “Don’t eat the meat.” We need a special section where the menus are planned for a nutritious vegetarian diet.

Miguel:
Oh, for pity’s sake, you food freaks are all alike. You think you’ve got the true faith and all the rest of us are sinners just because we eat a hamburger now and then.

Liu:
If you want to kill innocent animals to eat, that’s none of my business. Go ahead, ruin your health, load yourself up with cholesterol. I don’t care. But don’t stand in the way of people who really care about their bodies.

Leader:
Just a minute. Before we go on with this part of the discussion, don’t we have some figures on how many students would actually use the vegetarian section? Lisa, I think that was your department. What did you find out?


None of this is to say that members of a group should never disagree. In fact, a serious problem occurs when members get along so well and are so concerned about maintaining the harmony of the group that they will not disagree with one another about anything. Whenever one member makes a suggestion, everybody else thinks it’s a wonderful idea. When this happens, the group misses the benefit of having a group in the first place. There is no chance to reach the best decision by exploring an array of perspectives, opinions, and information. A group that is concerned above all with dodging disagreement will not be any more effective than one that dissolves into personal ​quarreling.


The point, then, is not that groups should avoid conflict but that they should keep it at the task level and not allow it to degenerate into ​personal 
You can link to these websites at www.mhhe.com/lucas8.

Online Learning Center
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feuding. There is usually little achievement—and even less feeling of ​satisfaction—when a group is consumed by personal bickering and ​antagonism.

Encourage Full Participation

If a group is to work effectively, all members must contribute fully and share their ideas with one another. Every member of a group should take responsibility for encouraging other members to participate. You can do this, first of all, by listening attentively. Listening provides support for the speaker. After all, how would you like to speak in a group where everybody else ​appears bored or distracted?


If there are one or two quiet members in the group, you can draw them into the discussion by asking their opinions and showing your interest in their ideas and information. For instance, you can say something like, “We haven’t heard from Jason in a while, and he has some personal experience in this matter. Jason, can you tell the others what you told me about this plan?”


Another way to encourage participation is to help build a supportive environment. When a member speaks, you can say, “That’s an interesting idea.” Or “I never knew that; can you tell us more about it?” Conversely, try to avoid negative comments that will squelch a speaker before she or he has finished—comments like “Oh, no, that never works” or “What a dumb idea.” Supportive comments create goodwill among group members and make everyone feel free to discuss their ideas without ridicule or em​barrassment.


If you are shy or afraid your ideas will be taken too critically, you may be unwilling to participate at first. To overcome your diffidence, try to remember that your contribution is necessary to the group. This is why you are there. At the very least, you can help provide a supportive environment for discussion by listening, reacting, and encouraging the free exchange of ideas.

Keep the Discussion on Track

In some groups the discussion proceeds like a stream-of-consciousness exercise. Here is a hypothetical example in which a town planning board is considering installing a new traffic light at a busy intersection:

Sharif:
You know, we’re going to have trouble getting cars to come to a full stop even if we do put in a traffic light.

Diana:
Tell me about it! I came through there yesterday and hit my brakes, and the car just kept going. Maybe I need the brakes adjusted, though.

Mike:
Get ready to pay through the nose. I had a brake job on my car last week, and it was nearly twice as much as last time.

Rico:
That’s nothing. Have you looked at lawnmowers lately? And if you think lawnmowers are high . . .

Jill:
Who mows lawns? I had my yard planted with ground cover and put gravel over the rest. It’s . . .

Leader:
Excuse me, folks, but weren’t we talking about the traffic light?
Responsibilities in a Small Group
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Every member has a responsibility to keep the discussion on track and to intervene if the group wanders too far afield. There is nothing wrong with a little casual conversation to break the tension or provide a brief respite from work, but it shouldn’t be allowed to get out of hand. When working in a problem-solving group, make sure the group’s ultimate goal is always in the forefront. Do your best to see that discussion proceeds in an orderly fashion from one point to the next and that the group does not get bogged down in side issues.


On the other hand, you need to guard against the tendency to progress to a solution too quickly, without thoroughly exploring the problem. This concern can be especially serious when members of a group are tired or discouraged. If you feel your group is taking the easy way out and jumping at an easy solution, try to make the other members aware of your concern. By suggesting that they talk about the problem in more detail, you may bring out vital information or ideas. One classroom group learned the perils of making a snap decision:


The group’s first job was to decide what they should do for a class project. Near the beginning of their first meeting, someone suggested that they observe an established small group—the city council of their community—to see how the group worked. Everyone thought it was a splendid idea, and the class group wrapped up their session, congratulating themselves on having disposed of the problem so quickly.


But what looked at first like a great idea proved to have some crucial drawbacks. First, it turned out that the city council would not meet again until after the group’s class project was due. Second, the city council had 20 people on it—not really an appropriate number to study as a small group. The quick solution turned out to be no solution at all.

Caption:

In effective small groups, all members participate fully and interact with each other. They also feel that their contributions are respected and valued by the full group.
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Fortunately, there are systematic ways to keep the discussion on track and to avoid hasty group decisions. Research shows that if your group ​follows a tested method of decision making, it will have a much better chance of reaching a satisfactory decision.9 We turn, therefore, to the most common decision-making technique for small groups—the reflective-​thinking method.

The Reflective-Thinking Method

The reflective-thinking method is derived from the writings of the American philosopher John Dewey. It offers a logical, step-by-step process for discussion in problem-solving groups. The method consists of five steps: (1) defining the problem; (2) analyzing the problem; (3) establishing criteria for solving the problem; (4) generating potential solutions; (5) selecting the best solution. By following these steps, your group will make its work much ​easier.


Let’s take a closer look at the reflective-thinking method. As we do, we’ll illustrate each step by following a single group through the entire process.

Define the Problem

Before a problem-solving group can make progress, it must know exactly what problem it is trying to solve. Defining the problem may seem easy, but it is not always so. In a sense, defining the problem for group discussion is akin to settling on a specific purpose for a speech. Unless it is done ​properly, everything that follows will suffer.


The best way to define the problem is to phrase it as a question of ​policy. We discussed questions of policy in Chapter 15 (see pages 405–410). Here it is enough to note that questions of policy inquire about the necessity and/or practicality of specific courses of action. Questions of policy ​typically include the word “should.” For example:

What measures should our school take to deal with hazing by athletic teams and other groups on campus?

What steps should the federal government take to protect civil liberties without harming the war on terrorism?

What policy should the United States adopt with respect to the exploitation of child labor in other countries around the world?


When phrasing the question for discussion, your group should follow several guidelines. First, make sure the question is as clear and specific as possible. For example:

Ineffective:
What should be done about fraudulent charities?

More Effective:
What should the federal government do to control the activities of fraudulent charities?

Reflective-thinking method: a five-step method for directing discussion in a problem-solving small group.

Question of policy: a question about whether a specific course of action should or should not be taken.
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Second, phrase the question to allow for a wide variety of answers. Be especially wary of questions that can be answered with a simple yes or no. For example:

Ineffective:
Should the city build a new elementary school?

More Effective:
What steps should the city take to deal with increasing enrollment in the elementary schools?


Third, avoid biased or slanted questions. For example:

Ineffective:
How can we keep the campus bookstore from ripping off students?

More Effective:
What changes, if any, should be made in the pricing policies of the campus bookstore?


Fourth, make sure you pose a single question. For example:

Ineffective:
What revisions should the college consider in its admissions ​requirements and in its graduation requirements?

More Effective:
What revisions should the college consider in its admissions ​requirements?

More Effective:
What revisions should the college consider in its graduation ​requirements?


To clarify this first step of the reflective-thinking method, let’s see how our model problem-solving group defined the problem: 


As a class project, the group set out to discuss the problem of sharply rising costs for attending college. Following the reflective-thinking method, they began by defining the problem. After several false starts they phrased the problem this way: “What steps should our school take to reduce student costs for attending ​college?”

Analyze the Problem

After the problem has been defined, the group begins to analyze it. Too often, groups (like individuals) start mapping out solutions before they have a firm grasp of what is wrong. This is like a doctor prescribing treatment before fully diagnosing the patient’s ailment. If your group investigates the problem as thoroughly as possible, you will be in a much better position to devise a workable solution.


In analyzing the problem, pay particular attention to two questions. First, how severe is the problem? Investigate the scope of the problem. Determine how many people it affects. Assess what might happen if the problem is not resolved. Second, what are the causes of the problem? Check into the history of the problem. Learn what factors contributed to it. Ascertain its major causes.


As you might imagine, analyzing the problem requires research. Effective group decisions depend on having the best information available. You 
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can get this information in the same way you gather materials for a speech. Sometimes you can rely on your own knowledge and experience. More often, you need to get information from other sources—by looking on the Internet, by interviewing someone with expertise on the topic, or by working in the library (see Chapter 6). When meeting with your group, make sure you have done the research assigned to you so you can offer complete and unbiased information.


Let’s return now to our sample group and see how it analyzed the problem of rapidly escalating student costs for attending college:


The group talked first about the severity of the problem. Tuition had risen ​dramatically, as had outlays for books and incidentals. One member offered statistics to show that the cost of attending college had doubled in the past 10 years. Other members noted that the problem was affecting not only students. Merchants within the college community were being hurt because students had less money to spend on such items as clothes and entertainment.


To determine the causes of the problem, the group researched articles in the ​library about the rise in student costs for attending college across the nation. They also interviewed an economics professor and the head of the student aid program on campus. After studying the matter thoroughly, the group identified several major causes, including administrative costs, faculty salaries, the price of textbooks, and increased living expenses.

Establish Criteria for Solutions

If you planned to buy a car, how would you proceed? You would probably not just walk into a dealer’s showroom and buy whatever appealed to you on the spur of the moment. You would most likely decide ahead of time what kind of car you wanted, what options it should have, and how much money you could afford to spend. That is, you would establish criteria to guide you in deciding exactly which car to buy.


You should do much the same thing in group discussion. Once your group has analyzed the problem, you should not jump immediately to proposing solutions. Instead, you should take time to establish criteria—​standards—for responsible solutions. You should work out (and write down) exactly what your solutions must achieve and any factors that might limit your choice of solutions. If, for example, a committee is authorized to spend a maximum of $1,000 on a club’s annual banquet, one of the criteria for the committee’s decision will be that the banquet cost no more than $1,000.


A common failing of problem-solving groups is that they start to discuss solutions before agreeing on criteria for the solutions. When this happens, a group runs into trouble. Some people will propose solutions based on one set of criteria, while others will propose solutions based on different criteria. You can avoid such conflicts by making sure the group sets up criteria before proposing solutions.


To give a better idea of how this stage of the reflective-thinking method works, let’s look at the cost-cutting group we have been following:


After some discussion, the group established these criteria for possible solutions: (1) The solution should significantly reduce students’ costs. (2) The solution should come into force at the start of the next school year. (3) The solution should not hurt 
Criteria: standards on which a judgment or decision can be based.
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the prestige of the college. (4) The cost of the solution should be minimal and should be paid by the administration. (5) The human resources needed to implement the solution should come from administrative personnel already working on the school’s staff. (6) The solution should involve only actions controlled by the college—not matters controlled by outside individuals or agencies.

Generate Potential Solutions

Once your group has the criteria firmly in mind, you are ready to discuss solutions. Your goal at this stage is to come up with the widest possible range of potential solutions—not to judge the solutions. That comes later. At this stage you are only suggesting possibilities. One member of the group should be responsible for writing down all the solutions proposed at this time.


Many groups find the technique of brainstorming helpful in this stage. Brainstorming allows a group to generate a variety of solutions without prematurely evaluating them. In Chapter 4 we discussed how brainstorming can work for an individual in choosing a speech topic. Here brainstorming is expanded to the whole group.


The best approach is to begin by having each member of the group list all the possible solutions he or she can think of. One member of the group should then consolidate the individual lists into a single master list. The group should discuss the master list to make sure potential solutions have not been overlooked. At this stage, members often “piggyback” new ideas onto ideas on the master list. For example, if one suggestion is “Establish food co-ops,” a group member might say, “Yes, and we could establish clothing co-ops, too.” One member should be responsible for writing down these new ideas and adding them to the master list. The brainstorming process continues until the group cannot think of any more solutions.


Brainstorming in this fashion has two advantages. First, it encourages creativity. There is a great deal of research to show that beginning with written lists produces more and higher-quality ideas than when a group tries to generate potential solutions by oral discussion.10 Second, this method of brainstorming encourages equal participation. Having each member create his or her own list of potential solutions makes it less likely that one or two members will dominate the process or that anyone will hold back ideas for fear of being hooted down.


Let’s see how our cost-cutting group handled this stage:


By brainstorming, the group came up with the following possible solutions: (1) reduce the number of required books for each course; (2) cut some of the “fat” from the administrative staff; (3) make all professors teach more courses; (4) approach ​landlords about stabilizing rent and utility costs; (5) establish food and clothing co-ops; (6) increase financial aid; (7) decrease the amount of money available for faculty ​research; (8) boycott businesses around the campus where price markups are ​highest; (9) increase out-of-state tuition; (10) decrease dormitory expenses; (11) organize ​fund-​raising programs with the student government, (12) redirect some money from ​construction of new buildings to student aid. This was a good yield from a ​brainstorming session—twelve solid suggestions.

Brainstorming: a method of generating ideas by free association of words and thoughts.

The Reflective Thinking Checklist can help your group keep its discussion on track.

CD 1: Speech Checklist
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Select the Best Solution

After all potential solutions have been listed, it is time to evaluate them and choose the best solution or solutions. The best way to proceed is to take a particular solution, discuss it with regard to the criteria established earlier in the group’s deliberations, then move on to the next solution, and so on. This orderly process ensures that all potential solutions receive equal consideration.


As each potential solution is discussed, the group should make every effort to reach consensus. A consensus decision is one that all members ​accept, even though the decision may not be ideal in the eyes of every member. In other words, consensus may range from full approval of a decision to “Well, I can live with it.” Because it usually results in superior decisions as well as in a high degree of unity within the group, consensus is the ideal of group decision making. It comes about when members have been so ​cooperative that they reach a common decision through reasoning, honest exchange of ideas, and full examination of the issues.11

Like most ideals, consensus can be difficult to achieve. If there are different viewpoints, members of the group will often try to find the easiest way to resolve the differences. Sometimes a member will call for a vote, which is very agreeable to those holding a majority opinion (since they will win) but not so pleasant for those in the minority. Resorting to a vote does resolve the immediate conflict, but it may not result in the best solution. Moreover, it weakens unity in the group by fostering factions and perhaps by creating bitterness among the members who lose on the vote. A group should vote only when it has failed in every other attempt to find a ​solution agreeable to all members.

Caption:

Working in a small group requires many of the skills involved in public speaking. Formal presentations may occur during a group’s deliberations or when the group presents its report.

Consensus: a group decision that is acceptable to all members of the group.

Presenting the Recommendations of the Group
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What kind of final decision did our model cost-cutting group reach? Let’s see:


The cost-cutting group had twelve possible solutions to evaluate. Three were ​rejected because they violated the group’s criterion that an acceptable solution must involve only actions controlled directly by the college. Redirecting building money to student aid could be done only by the state legislature. Approaching landlords about stabilizing rent and boycotting campus businesses were also outside the jurisdiction of college administrators.


Three more solutions were rejected because they were economically impractical. Increasing financial aid would hurt many students because the funds would have to come from student fees. Raising out-of-state tuition would drive away 10 percent of the college’s out-of-state students. And decreasing dorm costs would make it impossible to provide minimally acceptable services.


The proposal to reduce funds for faculty research was also rejected since most research money comes from government, corporations, and foundations. Besides, research was recognized as a primary means of maintaining the college’s prestige. Finally, the suggestion to reduce administrative “fat” was rejected as too costly because a group would have to be established to audit all administrative duties.


After refining the suggestions, the group finally reached consensus on a solution that included the following provisions: (1) A student should not have to spend more than $100 on required books for any single course. (2) The university should authorize the student government to organize food, book, and clothing co-ops. (3) The student government should conduct five fund-raising projects each academic year. (4) Each professor should teach one more class a year.


Once consensus has been reached on a solution or solutions to the problem, the group is ready to present its findings.

Presenting the Recommendations of the Group

The work of a problem-solving group does not end with the last stage of the reflective-thinking process. Once a group has agreed on its recommendations, it usually needs to present them to somebody. A business group might report to the president of the company or to the board of directors. A special committee of the city council reports to the full council. A presidential commission reports to the President and to the nation at large. A classroom group reports to the instructor and to the rest of the class. The purpose of such reports is to present the group’s recommendations clearly and ​convincingly.


Sometimes a group will prepare a formal written report. Often, however, the written report is supplemented with—or replaced by—an oral report, a symposium, or a panel discussion.

Oral Report

An oral report is much the same in content as a written report. If the group has a designated leader, she or he will probably deliver the report. Otherwise, the group will have to select one person for the job.
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If you are picked to present your group’s report, you should approach it as you would any other speech. Your task is to explain the purpose, ​procedures, and recommendations of your group. As with any speech, your report should have three main sections. The introduction will state the ​purpose of the report and preview its main points. The body will spell out the problem addressed by your group, the criteria set for a solution, and the solution being recommended. The conclusion will summarize the main points and, in some cases, urge that the group’s recommendations be adopted.


As with any other speech, you should adapt your report to the ​audience. Use supporting materials to clarify and strengthen your ideas, and consider whether using visual aids will enhance your message. Make sure your ​language is accurate, clear, vivid, and appropriate. Rehearse the report so you can deliver it fluently and decisively. Afterward, you—and possibly other members of the group—may be called on to answer questions from the audience. (Review the section on answering questions in Chapter 12, pages 311–316.)

Symposium

A symposium consists of a moderator and several speakers seated together in front of an audience. If the group presenting the symposium has a ​designated leader, he or she will typically be the moderator. The moderator’s job is to introduce the topic and the speakers. Each speaker in turn delivers a prepared speech on a different aspect of the topic. After the speeches, there may be a question-and-answer session with the ​audience.


The symposium is often used for group reports in speech classes. One way to organize it is to have each member of the group present a brief talk sketching the group’s work and decisions during one stage of the reflective-thinking process. Another way is to have each speaker deal with a major ​issue relating to the discussion topic. A group dealing with capital punishment, for ​example, might have one speaker present the group’s conclusion on the issue of whether capital punishment is an effective deterrent to crime, another speaker present the group’s position on the morality of capital ​punishment, and so forth.


No matter what kind of symposium your group presents, all the speeches should be carefully planned. They should also be coordinated with one another to make sure the symposium reports on all important aspects of the group’s project.

Panel Discussion

A panel discussion is essentially a conversation in front of an audience. The panel should have a moderator, who introduces the topic and the panelists. Once the discussion is under way, the moderator may interject questions and comments as needed to focus the discussion. The panelists speak briefly, informally, and impromptu. They talk to each other, but loudly enough for the audience to be able to hear. As with a symposium, a panel discussion may be followed by a question-and-answer session with the audience.

Oral report: a speech resenting the findings, conclusions, decisions, etc. of a small group.

Symposium: a public presentation in which several people present prepared speeches on different aspects of the same topic.

Panel discussion: a structured conversation on a given topic among several people in front of an audience.

Summary
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Because of its spontaneity, a panel discussion can be exciting for participants and audience alike. But, unfortunately, that spontaneity inhibits systematic presentation of a group’s recommendations. Thus the panel ​discussion is seldom used by problem-solving groups, although it can work well for information-gathering groups.


If you are a participant in a panel discussion, beware of the common fallacy that no serious preparation is required. Although you will speak ​impromptu, you need to study the topic ahead of time, analyze the major issues, and map out the points you want to be sure to make during the discussion. An effective panel discussion also requires planning by the moderator and panelists to decide what issues will be discussed and in what ​order. Finally, all panelists must be willing to share talking time. One purpose of a panel is to have all participants voice their ideas, not to have one or two members monopolize the discussion.


Whatever method your group uses to present its findings, you can benefit from the public speaking guidelines given throughout this book. The techniques of effective speech need refinement for different situations, but the principles remain the same whether you are one person addressing an audience, part of a small group of people working to solve a problem, or a participant in a symposium or a panel discussion.

Summary

A small group consists of three to twelve people assembled for a specific purpose. A problem-solving small group, as its name implies, is formed to solve a particular problem. When such a group has effective leadership, it usually makes better decisions than do individuals by themselves. Most groups have a designated leader, an implied leader, or an emergent leader. Some groups have no specific leader, in which case all members of the group must assume leadership responsibilities. An effective leader helps a group reach its goals by fulfilling procedural needs, task needs, and maintenance needs. As you develop your skills in group communication, you should be prepared to assume a leadership role whenever ​necessary.


Apart from leadership, all members of a group have five basic responsibilities. You should commit yourself to the goals of your group, fulfill your individual assignments, avoid interpersonal conflict within the group, ​encourage full participation by all members, and help keep the group on track. Meeting these responsibilities is vital if your group is to be ​successful.


Your group will also be more successful if it follows the reflective-​thinking method, which offers a logical, step-by-step process for decision making in problem-solving groups. The method consists of five steps: (1) defining the problem as clearly and specifically as possible; (2) analyzing the problem to determine its severity and causes; (3) establishing criteria to guide the group in evaluating solutions; (4) generating a wide range of ​potential solutions; (5) selecting the best solution or ​solutions.


Once your group has agreed on its recommendations, it usually has to present them to somebody. Sometimes this presentation will be in the form of a written report. Often, however, it will be an oral presentation—a report 
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by one member of the group, a symposium, or a panel discussion. Whichever kind of oral presentation your group gives will call for the skills of ​effective speechmaking explained throughout this book.
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Review Questions

After reading this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions:

1. What is a small group? What is a problem-solving small group?

2. What are the four kinds of leadership that may occur in a small group? Explain the three kinds of needs fulfilled by leadership in a small group.

3. What are the five major responsibilities of every participant in a small group?

4. What are the stages of the reflective-thinking method? Explain the major tasks of a group at each stage.

5. What are the three methods for presenting orally the recommendations of a problem-solving group?

Exercises for Critical Thinking

1. Identify the flaw (or flaws) in each of the following questions for a ​problem-solving group discussion. Rewrite each question so it conforms with the criteria discussed in the chapter for effective discussion ​questions.

a.
Should all students be required to take two years of a foreign language to graduate from college?

b.
What should be done to prevent the utterly ridiculous shortage of computers for students at this school?

Review these terms by doing the Chapter 18 crossword puzzle at www.mhhe.com/lucas8.

Online Learning Center

For further review, go to the Study Questions for this chapter.

CD 1: Study Questions
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c.
What should be done about people running red lights?

d. What should our state government do to control taxes and to combat drunk driving?

e.
Should the federal government institute a system of standardized national tests for all schoolchildren?

2. If possible, arrange to observe a problem-solving small group in action. You might attend a meeting of your city council, the school board, the zoning commission, a local business, a church committee. To what extent does the discussion measure up to the criteria of effective discussion presented in this chapter? What kind of leadership does the group have, and how well does the leader (or leaders) fulfill the group’s procedural needs, task needs, and maintenance needs? How do the other members meet their responsibilities? What aspects of the meeting are handled most effectively? Which are handled least effectively?

3. Identify a relatively important decision you have made in the last year or two. Try to reconstruct how you reached that decision. Now suppose you could remake the decision following the reflective-thinking method. Map out exactly what you would do at each stage of the method. Do you still reach the same decision? If not, do you believe the reflective-thinking method would have led you to a better decision in the first place?

4. Attend a symposium or panel discussion on campus. Prepare a brief analysis of the proceedings. First, study the role of the moderator. How does she or he introduce the topic and participants? What role does the moderator play thereafter? Does she or he help guide and focus the panel discussion? Does she or he summarize and conclude the proceedings at the end?

Second, observe the participants. Are the speeches in the symposium well prepared and presented? Which speaker (or speakers) do you find most effective? Least effective? Why? Do participants in the panel discussion share talking time? Does their discussion appear well planned to cover major aspects of the topic? Which panelist (or ​panelists) do you find most effective? Least ​effective? Why?
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