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ABSTRACT

In this paper, the dynamics and functioning of ten student project groups will be subject to
quditative andysis. The purpose is not to develop or test theory. Rather the paper uses a case
dudy Stuetion to illustrate the complexities of group functioning. Thisillustration is achieved by
applying an exigting mode of groups as ameans of organisng and structuring the case andyss.
The modd is the group behaviour mode presented in one of the mgor Audrdian
organisationa behaviour texts (Robbins, Millett, Cacciope & WatersMarsh 1998). The
paper, therefore, is a useful one for explaining how this particular model can be applied in
practice.

The main points are that dthough mode s such as this one can be helpful in explaining observed
behaviour of groups, they do not necessarily aways successfully predict behaviour. Rather,
they seek to capture complexity, hence the diversity of group experiences documented in this
paper. The main factors that gppeared to influence the success of the groups were imbaances
in group demography leading to conflict, and group member ability. At a practica leve, the
paper may provide a ussful lesson for educators interested in student group functioning, and
has some implications for managing diverse work groups.

INTRODUCTION

Groups are a naturd part of any work organisation and may be used with students in university
teaching environments as well, particularly in business courses (Anderson & Moore 1998). One
moativation for usng groups in a work organisation is higher performance outcomes (Wageman
1997), whereas in univerdty teaching one of the precipitating factors may be to give sudents some
introduction to the experience of working in groups (Anderson & Moore 1998). This paper is about
how a mode of the process of work groups that is taught in organisationa behaviour (OB), can be
gpplied to student project groups, to illustrate the theory on which the study of groups is based.

In this paper the group behaviour mode (Robbins et a. 1998) is used to examine and organise the
discusson of case study materiad arisng from student project work. The purpose is to illudirate the
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complexity of group functioning, and the utility of this mode for organisng the many varigbles
associated with group functioning. Also of interest is how business students experience working in
groups. According to Bettenhausen (1991), findings from student groups can generdise to
organisational settings, so some limited comments will be made at the end of the paper regarding the
implications of this study of student groups, for work groups.

Although the paper is generdly quditative in nature, it dill utilises the sandard structure of academic
papers, that is, introduction or literature review, method, results, and discusson (Brown 1996), in
order to provide alogicd flow to the andysis. The paper draws on the group behaviour modd as it
is presented in Robhins et d. (1998). Readers should refer to this text for further information on the
mode, including the list of primary sources from which the modd was compiled by Robbins and his
associates.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

OB theorists have studied work groups for many years, with perhaps some of the earliest, and
wdl-known research being the Hawthorne studies. This series of sudies, conducted in one
organisation, was one of the first attempts to look at groups a work, and particularly relationships
between employees (Wood, Walace, Zeffane, Schermerhorn, Hunt & Osborn 1998). More
recently, the focus has been on work teams, with teams being envisaged as more desirable forms of
work groups (Wiesner, http. 1999). Work groups can be broadly defined as formal collections of
two or more people, who are interacting and interdependent, with a view to achieving particular task
objectives (Robbins et d. 1998). For the purpose of this paper, teams are defined as a particular
type of work group, characterised by:

agreater degree of individual commitment towards the goa or task
the welfare of the team being placed over the welfare of the individua

more cohesiveness among members (Robbins et d, 1994).

Therefore, according to these definitions of groups and teams, dl teams are groups, but not al
groups are teams. Thisdigtinction isillustrated in Figure 1.

As noted at the outset, work groups and teams are of particular interest in the current business
environment. They are dso the second of the three subgtantia building blocks that form the
foundation of OB as it is currently taught to tertiary students (Robbins et a. 1998; Wood et d,
1998). The three building blocks are the individua, the group, and the organisation.
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Figurel
Teams as a subset of groups

groups

teams

Also of interest in this paper is how students themselves experience working in groups. That is, how
the experience of groups serves as a vehicle for business students to learn about the theory of
groups, and see the connection between theory and practice in this particular building block of the
subject.

The model employed in this paper is the group behaviour mode (Robbins et d. 1998), depicted in
Figure 2. Thefirgt box in the group behaviour modd represents the external conditions imposed on
the group, where the group of interest is seen as part of a larger organisational system. Ten factors
condtitute these externd conditions, including organisation strategy, culture, resources, technology,
authority structures, formal regulations, personnd selection procedures, performance evauation and
reward systems, union influence, and physical work setting (Robbins et d. 1998).
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Figure 2
The six-box, group behaviour model
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Source: Robbins, S.P., Millett, B., Cacioppe, R. & Waters-Marsh, T. 1998 Organisational Behaviour: Concepts,
Controversies and Applications, 2" ed., Prentice Hall, Sydney, p 312.

In this paper, which describes student projects in a tertiary indtitution, the university’s authority
sructures, formd regulations, selection procedures, and performance and reward systems have the
most bearing on the case Stuation a hand, and therefore will form the focus of the discusson. In this
context, authority structures describe the relationship between students and academic staff. Forma
regulations relate to university procedures such as those for submitting assgnments and ensuring
equity. The personne sdection factor can be used to describe how students are sdlected into the
univergty, and into each successve year of the degree, before they come to be in the third year unit
to which this paper refers. Findly, performance evauation and rewards refer to how student learning
is assessed, and how rewards or feedback, in the form of marks, are alocated.

The second box in the mode represents group member attributes (Robbins et a. 1998). Put more
samply, this means the characterigtics of the individuas that congtitute the group. The characterigtics
that receive focus in Robbins et d. (1998) are ability and persondity. This paper only focuses on
ability, as persondity was not measured or specifically observed.

Asin theindividud leve of analyss of performance in OB, biographica characteridtics of individuas
are of interest (Wood et d. 1998). However, a the group levd of andysis in this paper, these
characterigics are included in the third box of Robbins et d’s (1998) mode, under the heading
group structure. This is because it is not the biographica characteristics, such as gender, age, or
ethnic background, as such that determine performance, but rather the degree of smilarity or
difference in the group on these characteridtics. In group andyds this variation in biographicad
characterigticsis caled group demography (Robbins et a. 1998).
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The research discussed in Robbins et d. (1998) indicates that individuas who are most different
from the rest of the group, for example one mae employee in a group of seven femdes, are more
likely to quit the organisation. This group demography is an interesting factor that seemed to have
quite an effect on the functioning of the student groups described in this paper, and therefore will
form an important part of the results and discussion.

In addition to group demography, eements associsted with the third box in the modd, group
gructure, are identified in Robbins et a. (1998). They include formal leadership, roles, norms, status,
and sze In this ingtance, the groups chose their own informa leaders. Roles are ‘a set of
responsbilities and tasks each person is required to perform as part of their postion in the group’
(Robbins et d. 1998, p. 315). Although set roles were not alocated to the students, it is likely that
the students adopted different roles.

For example, it was observed that some roles emerged dong the lines of Belbin's (1981) team roles,
induding chair person/co-ordinator who takes a directive role, monitor/evaluator who evauates
and criticises the group’ s work, and finisher who is a detail person who makes sure that the task is
finished, and nothing is left out. In this Sudy, different expectations about the role of each personin
the group may have creeted the potentid for conflict. This role conflict is one of severa potentid
sources of conflict in groups (Robbins et d. 1998), and is of interest here.

Turning next to the third eement of group structure, norms are expected and accepted forms of
behaviour among group members (Robbins et a. 1998). It is likely that the norms that developed
among group members aso had some bearing on the outcomes for the groups in this study. One
example of a norm that emerged is that some groups agreed to meet on Sundays and expected that
al members would turn up in a dtate of readiness to work. However, group norms were not
documented in this study and consequently will not receive much attention in the discusson.

The fact that groups were assigned an academic staff member as mentor was another eement of
group sructure, in that mentors were a part of the groups, and fulfilled some leadership roles.
However, they were not totaly part of the groups, as the groups carried out many activities without
the presence of the mentor. The mentors could also be described as externa conditions imposed on
the group, as they were part of the larger organisationa system.

Saus is the fourth dement of group sructure, which may have had some bearing on group
performance. Technicaly, dl group members had a smilar datus, snce they were adl students.
However, some interesting differences emerged between students who were in their find year and
about to graduate, and those who were not. In this case, the former assumed higher status. Also,
cultural factors within some of the groups from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) meant
that status inequities existed within groups, due to higher status usually being accorded to older, and
to mae group members. There was no direct evidence for these status differences, except to the
extent that the author observed group members deferring to those who fel into the particular
categories described here, during lecture sessions, and in meetings with the groups.
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Szeisthefind factor in group structure to be discussed here. One conclusion from the theory is that
an odd number of group membersis better than an even number. A second conclusion isthat five to
seven members may be the best synthesis of the postive dements of both large and smdl groups
(Robbins et a. 1998).

Group process condtitutes the fourth box of the mode, and sgnifies alarge range of detalled topics
relating to interaction between group members, including synergy, socid loafing, cohesveness,
conflict, and leadership (Robbins et a. 1998). All of these processes, or group dynamics, are of
interest here, and each will be briefly defined next.

Synergy and socid loafing are effectively opposte effects of group dynamics representing process
gains and process losses respectively. The concepts of process gain and process loss are illustrated
in Figure 3.

Figure3
Processloss and processgain in group dynamics

Potential _ Process _ Actual
group + Process gains _ l0SSes — group
effectiveness effectivenes

Source: Robbins, S.P., Millett, B., Cacioppe, R. & Waters-Marsh, T. 1994, Organisational Behaviour: Concepts,
Controversies and Applications, Prentice Hall, Sydney, p 395.

From Figure 3, one example of process gan is where the synergy of the group, arisng from
cohesiveness and shared energy, results in the group achieving more than would be possible from the
collective efforts of each group member working separately. On the other hand, socid loafing occurs
when group members do not ‘pull their weight’, resulting in the group as awhole performing less well
than the totd individua efforts of each member. Other examples include process gains that might be
achieved through brainstorming, and process losses arising from conflict, or chatting about non-work
related topics.

Cohesivenessisthe ‘glue’ that binds groups together, and is formally defined as *the degree to which
group members are atracted to each other and are motivated to stay in the group’ (Robbins et dl.
1998, p. 327). Thisis an important factor in the present study because the groups were essentiadly
forced to stay together, to complete their projects. Quitting, or ‘turnover’ as it would be defined in
an OB sense, was not really a plausible option, as students ran the risk of jeopardising their degree
by dropping out or faling the unit. Thus the groups were forced together, whether they were
cohesive or not.

The following factors have been identified as leading to grester cohesiveness.

more time spent together
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more severeinitiation

smdler group size

femae groups

strong externd threats

previous success with the same group
use of humour (Robbins et &. 1998).

Severd of these factors will arise in the discussion that follows.

Cohesiveness is degrable for two reasons. Firg, if combined with high performance norms, it can
result in better performing groups (Robbins et d. 1994). Second, it may, in this author’s opinion,
contribute to group members enjoyment of the group, and their satisfaction with the task or project.

This second point is not made in Robbins et d. (1998), which is somewhat of an oversght, given the
emphasis that is placed on job satisfaction in this and other OB texts. There is a connection to job
satisfaction in Robbins et d’s (1998) discusson of groups, in so far as turnover, or quitting, is one
expresson of low job satisfaction, and is dso presented as one outcome of low cohesveness.
However, the group factors that contribute to satisfaction are not fully explored in Robbins et d.
(1998).

The next dement in group process is conflict, which can be defined in many different ways. For the
purposes of this study, the opposition dement is emphasised (Robbins et a. 1998). That is, one
party is opposed to the ideas or actions of another party, and this opposition is perceptible within the
group. Conflict can be negative or pogtive, that is, dysfunctiona or functiona. This paper is
particularly interested in dysfunctiona or negetive conflict and itsimpact on group satisfaction.

Leadership is both a group role, from box three, and therefore part of group structure, and a group
process, from box four. Leadership is atopic that deserves and receives consderable attention in the
OB and management literature (Parry 1996). Here the emergence of informa leadership in the
student groups is of interest, since no formd leaders were designated. Generally spesking, the
informal leaders appeared to be those who adopted the chairperson/co-ordinator role (Bebin
1981). That is, they were quite directive and task focussed in their actions.

In the theory, eements of the fifth box in the modd, group task, include different types of tasks that
may be more or less effectively completed in groups. Briefly, tasks requiring fast action may not be
best carried out in (large) groups, whereas projects that require alot of creative thinking may benefit
from group synergy (Robbins et a. 1998). There are of course many tasks and projects in the work
Studtion that smply cannot be carried out by individuads working done, and to this extent the
question of whether or not to use a group becomes irrelevant. In this study the groups were formed
in order to provide students with the experience of working in groups or teams, and aso to ded with
limited resources available for supervising sudent projects individualy. Findly, the sixth box includes
the two main outcomes:. group performance and satisfaction.
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So far this paper has briefly reviewed dl the main dements in the six-box mode of group behaviour.
This was done to establish the basis for adiscussion of the functioning of student project groups. The
paper will now describe the method by which information about groups was collected for this sudy.

METHOD

Information for this paper was gathered by the author in the course of teaching a finad year human
resource project unit to business sudentsin arural Audrdian university. Students worked in groups
on a practica project or problem for loca companies, researching such topics as evauation of
performance management, and measurement of employee job satisfaction. This method is based on
observation and participation by the author, feedback from the student groups obtained by a third
party, and comments and observations made by other academic staff who were involved in the
student projects as mentors. This method is considered appropriate for the purpose of the study,
which was to develop an illudrative case study for teaching purposes (Murphy 1995). In this
ingance, the ‘ development of arigorous generdisable paradigm’ is relatively unimportant, therefore,
one case sudy is sufficient (Remenyi, Williams, Money & Swartz 1998, p. 134). The one semester
teaching of the unit is considered as one case here.

Participants

Forty-sx predominantly third year students were involved, with the gender mix congsting of thirty-

seven femaes and nine maes. Age of students ranged from eighteen to gpproximately forty-five, and

there were twenty-five non-English spesking background (NESB) dudents from Madaysia,

Singapore, Papua New Guinea and other countries of the Pacific Rim. Students were formed into ten
groups, with sze ranging from three to Sx members. Since they were brought together to achieve a
particular objective, they condtituted task groups. However, because they chose their own groups, in
some cases they aso condtituted existing friendship groups (DeCenzo 1997).

The demography of groups is consdered to be quite important and further detalls are included in
Table 1. The second column of this table summarises the demography, which represents box three of
the moddl, or group structure. The third column comments briefly on the gbility of the group in
terms of grade point average (GPA) which is taken here as a measure of academic or intellectua
ability, and thus condtitutes the ability element of group member resources. The fourth column
shows some comments on the nature of each group’s project, which condtituted the group task, or
box fivein the mode described above.
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Tablel
Group demography
Group No. Demography Ability Group task

1 Six members, dl same Varying GPAs Project: average
gender, five NESB, difficulty, quantitative
one ESB and quditative

2 Five members, gender  Average to high GPAs Project: high degree of
balance, all NESB varying English competence difficulty; quantitative

3 Four members, gender  Very high GPAs Project: not well
balance, al ESB defined, quantitative

4 Four members, al High GPAs Project: low degree of
same gender, dl ESB difficulty, quditative

5 Six members, gender GPAs mixed, including very  Project: average
imbalance, mix of ESB  high and very low difficulty, quaitetive
and NESB

6 Five members, same GPAs average, very similar  Project: average to
gender, NESB high difficulty,
imbalance quditative and

quantitative

7 Five members, same GPAs mixed low, average,  Project: average
gender except one, dl and high difficulty, quantitative
NESB except one

8 Five members, gender  GPAs average, very Smilar  Project: average
imbalance, dl NESB difficulty, quaitetive
Cultural imbalance

9 Three members, GPAs average, varying Project: not well
gender imbalance, al English competence defined; qualitative and
NESB quantitative

10 Three members, same  GPAsmixed, very highand  Project: average

gender, dl ESB

low

difficulty, quantitative
and qudlitative

It can be seen from Table 1 that the demography of the groups varied to quite a degree, with severa
exhibiting elther a gender imbaance, or a NESB imbalance, or in some cases, both. There were dso
groups where a minority of students had lower GPASs than others. As noted above, imbalances on
biographicd characteridtics can result in certain members not fitting in to the group, with potentia for
them to quit, or to at least experience lower cohesiveness. This forms one of the outcomes to be
discussed below, under the heading group dynamics. In terms of the nature of the task, some group
projects were considered to have a higher degree of difficulty than others, either due to the research
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problem being not clearly defined, or due to the task requiring quantitative statistical andyds, with
which many sudentsin this unit have difficulty.

Observation of group processes

The students worked throughout one twelve-week semester on applied, practica projects with local

companies. The entire unit, that is al ten groups and the author as lecturer, met once a week for a
lecture/workshop session. The author met with each group separately on an ad hoc basis, and the
frequency of this contact varied between groups. Each group dso had an academic mentor with
whom they met, notionally on aweekly basis, but this frequency varied substantially between groups.

The author met with the mentors collectively, and more often, individudly, to discuss students

progress, and the mentoring process, aso on an ad-hoc basis. During these meetings impressionigtic,

or anecdotal observations and comments were made by mentors, and noted by the author.

M easurement and observation of outcomes

Students' fina written reports were marked by the author and one other academic staff member, as
were the sudents ord presentations, using detailled marking criteria. Thus, this eement of the study,
athough gill somewhat subjective, did involve more than observation, and anecdota evidence.

Observations on group and individud satisfaction were made by the author, and by a third party
conducting evauation of the teaching of the project unit. In addition, al of the outcomes reported in
this paper were circulated to the academic staff members who served as mentors, for their vaidation.
Thus, some attempts were made to ensure cross-vaidation of the outcomes, in order to minimise
bias (Jones 1985).

RESULTS— WHAT HAPPENED IN THE STUDENT GROUPS?

The outcomes of the projects have been classified on three separate dimensions. They are academic
results, group dynamics, and group satisfaction. Academic results refer to the marks achieved by the
students for the unit. Group dynamics focus on the presence or absence of dysfunctiona conflict and
of cohesvenessin the groups. Group satisfaction reflects students' attitudes to the group itself, to the
project and academic results, and to the satisfaction with the unit as a whole, which included the
author as lecturer and mentor. The outcomes are summarised in Table 2.
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Table?2
Observation of outcomes

Group
no.

Outcomes

Academic results

Group dynamics

Group satisfaction

1 Average to good

2 Very good
3 Excellent
4 Excellent

5 Mixed, some
excdllent, some
average

6 Average to good

7 Average to very
good

8 Averageto low

9 Averageto low

10 Very good

Very cohesive group
Cohesive, effective group

Conflict within group and between
group and academic staff

Functional, cohesive group

Evidence of socid loafing, but
cohered in the end

Very cohesive

Group split into sub-groups who
worked separately. That is, low

cohesiveness, high conflict. One
group member ‘cast out’

Did not work as a group

Little cohesiveness, little work as a

group

Dysfunctiona conflict

High to very high
Very high

Very low
High

High to very high

High to very high

Low to very low

Averageto low

Average to low

Average

The first observation that can be made about the outcomes noted in Table 2 is that the ten groups
had ten very different sets of outcomes. So dthough the externa conditions imposed on the groups,
and some dements of the project tasks were dmilar, there was subgtantid variaion in the
experiences and performance of the groups. What factors determined the outcomes? The author
identified at least twenty-five varigbles, that is, aspects of the Stuation that differed, and which could
potentialy be measured, and could therefore have contributed to the outcomes. These variables are
shown in Table 3, clustered into categories based on the group behaviour mode introduced above.
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Table3

Potential influencing factorsor variables

Group behaviour model

Factorsor variables

Group structure

Group member resources

Group task - project:

External conditions - mentor:

Externa conditions — unit leader

Gender of group
Number in group
Culture

2" year/3" year

ESB/NESB of group

English expression: written/spoken
Age (maturity)

GPA

Personality

Clearivague
Qualitative/quantitative/mixed
Client contact, quantity and quality

Avallable/unavailable

Gender

Hands on/off

Drive or god orientation
Caring or people orientation
Teaching ability

Expectations

Relationship between mentors

Prior knowledge of groups and
individuds

Relationships with mentors

Competence in course content

Gender

Preferences (teaching and learning style)

Rather than try and conclude which variables caused which outcomes, the discussion to follow will
show how these variables and the outcomes fit into the six-box group behaviour modd introduced
above. However, some generd conclusions about what variables, or factors might have been most
influential will be made &fter the discussion of the modd is completed. Thisis donein order to extract
experience from this study that may be of vaue in future teaching of this unit, and to show how some

factors can be influentia in group functioning.
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DISCUSSION

Sating with the firs dement in the group behaviour modd, external conditions imposed on the
group in the form of authority sructures, had some bearing on the outcomes in this case. The
relationship between the author, as lecturer, and the groups, as sudents, carries severd eements of
authority, as the lecturer has the ultimate say in terms of dlocating student marks, and thus has both
reward, and legitimate, bases of power (Robbins et a. 1998).

The author aso potentialy has expert power in so far as students naturally assume that the lecturer
has specidised skills and knowledge in the project unit. However, where this proved not to be the
case due to the author’s inexperience in some aress, role conflict ensued, due to differences in what
students expected of the lecturer’s role as an authority figure. In this regard, the students as awhole,
and the lecturer can be seen as alarger group.
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1. EXTERNAL
CONDITIONS
IMPOSED ON
THE GROUP

Mentor:

Avalablelunavailable

Gender

Hands or/off

Drive or god
orientation

Teaching ability

Expectations

Reationship  between
mentors

Figure4

Fitting the factorsin this case study into the group behaviour model

2. GROUPMEMBER
RESOURCES

English expresson
Maturity (age)
GPA

Persondity

3. GROUP
STRUCTURE

Gender

Number of students

Cultura background of

student (NESB/ESB)

4, GROUP
PROCESS
Cohesiveness
Dysfunctiona conflict

Sodid loafing

5. GROUP TASK
Clear/vague
Quadlitative/quantitative
Quadity and quantity of
client contact

6. PERFORMANCE
AND
SATISFACTION
Academic results
Group satisfaction with
project, group and unit
asawhole
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Formal regulations imposed by the university as the rdevant organisationd system aso have some
bearing in a broad sense. There are rules such as when students must submit their project and the
degree of collaboration between students. Generally, these factors should be seen as background
conditions to the achievement of the group task, rather than being key elements determining whether
or not students were successful. This is particularly the case because the same forma regulations
gpplied across al groups.

Institutional selection procedures operated in so far as students were all considered to have a base
level of ability that should enable them to complete the project, by virtue of gaining access to the
university, and progressing through to the final year of their degree. However, this may have been a
fase assumption in regards to some students who gppeared to struggle with the unit. Whether this
was due to mativation or ability is not entirely clear at this stage.

The performance evaluation and reward system set up by the organisation (in this case the
university) for the performance of students was designed to reward both individua (report) and
group (presentation) efforts. Consequently, successful group work was more likely to be observed
for the presentation than for the report. One generd comment that might be made is that some
student groups faled to embrace the synergies that could have been achieved by more effective
group work, despite the lecturer’s assurances that any and al students who qudlified for the highest
marks, would achieve them. That is, that it was not a competition for results.

Group members' ability appeared to be one of the dements of group member resources (box
three in Figure 4) that was reflected in the outcomes achieved by the groups. Students with lower
initidd GPAs generdly did not do as wel in their written reports, and thus their overal group’'s
performance was dso somewhat lower. This was particularly the case in groups five, eight, nine and
ten.

Interegtingly, there were Stuations where groups had high GPAS, but their performance was
downgraded by subgtantia dysfunctiona conflict within the group. This occurred in groups three and
seven. This outcome demonstrated that, in this case, group member resources aone are not sufficient
to ensure good performance. Group dynamics, in this case process loss, was evident as the groups
did not perform as well as would be expected on the basis of the ability of each member.

Thedggnificance of group structure (box three in Figure 4) is dso illustrated by this case study, since
group composition appeared to have some effect. The groups that exhibited the most dysfunctional
conflict were mogt likely to be sharply divided on two eements of demography — ether gender, or
NESB, or in some cases, both. This occurred in groups six, seven, and eight — none of whom
ranked among the high achieving groups. This gender outcome is consistent with the research that
shows marked sex-effects in group functioning Bettenhausen 1991). However, this demography
was again not the sole determining factor, as there were other groups with smilar sharp divides who
were able to perform successfully as a group. The latter groups dso maintained a good degree of
cohesiveness and exhibited a low degree of dysfunctional or negative conflict, most notably groups
one and two.
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The significance of group process (box four in Figure 4) is wel illustrated by this particular case
Stuation. However, it is difficult to specify exactly how and why group processes, or group dynamics
were influential. This is perhaps the hardest area to observe, and describe. There are severd
‘mygsteries associated with this box in the mode — thus rendering it a ‘black box’ to a certain
extent. That is, we know something is going on, and it was influencing the outcomes for the groups,
but we do not redly know in what way. This is partly because the groups did a lot of their work
outside the lecture theatre, and thus their behaviour was not open to observation.

Interms of group task, or the actud projects, the nature of the project aso had some bearing on the
outcomes, in so far as group four, who were consgdered to have the most straightforward, quditative
project were adso one of the highest achieving. However, this group was dso highly homogenous,
and had very able members, with high GPAs. On the other hand, group two, with a difficult, large
scae, quantitative project, aso did well. This group was aso quite homogenous, with average to high
GPAs, and their find results were very good. One member of this group commented that the group
had ‘made a pact to put dl conflict on hold until after the project was completed’.

Performance and satisfaction represented the two outcomes of this particular case Situetion, or the
find box in the group behaviour modd. Satisfaction seemed to be quite clearly rlated to group
cohesion, and the absence of conflict. The mogt dissatisfaction and most complaints in the feedback
sesson came from groups where there was a high degree of dysfunctiond conflict. However, as
noted above, this did not necessarily determine the final academic results achieved by the groups.
Thus, a congderable degree of conflict and low cohesiveness could have affected satisfaction, but
not performance.

In terms of further research, it would be vauable for students to keep learning diaries (Brookfield
1995), where they record comments on group process as the project progresses. This materia
would throw more light on how group processes contribute to the outcomes experienced by the

group.

By way of a summary, it seems that where groups did not work well there may have been certain
elements of group dructure, group demography and group member resources that were more
influential. These included groups with only three members, and groups where one or two members
formed a minority in terms of either gender, or NESB, or both. Also, groups where there was a
minority (thet is one or two members) whose GPA was ether much higher or much lower than the
rest of the group, tended to be less functiond. Thus, it appears that homogeneity of group member
resources and demography may be desirable in these particular task groups.

It isinteresting to note that the literature represents two different views on whether to aim for culturd
diversty when sdecting student groups. Anderson and Moore (1998, p. 5) argue for diversity in
order to enable students to experience ‘the stress and strains of ordinary group processes . Lewis
(1995, cited in Anderson & Moore 1998) argues that selecting homogenous groups alows for
students to learn about the effect of homogeneity on group outcomes. On the other hand, diverse
groups dlow students to increase their cultural awareness and benefit from dternative views.
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In either case, it was apparent from the study reported in this paper that whatever the composition of
the groups, students need to be supported in their handling of group processes, and especidly
conflict. The learning objectives reaing to group work need to be made explicit. Additiondly, any
objectives that educators may have for giving students experience in ‘the stress and strain of groups
needs to be balanced againgt students' needs to learn in a conducive environment. It seems that an
explicit effort to introduce and reinforce understanding of group processes is necessary to both
facilitate the achievement of the group project, and to ensure that students do learn from the
experience of doing agroup, as opposed to an individual, project.

CONCLUSIONS

Reviewing the sx main dements of the group behaviour modd, the following conclusons can be
drawn. Of the many externa conditions imposed on the group, authority structure of lecturer-student
did have some influence. Also the performance and reward system clearly showed that where
rewards (marks) are alocated on a group basis, a greater effort towards group work was observed.

Group member resources in the form of students intellectua abilities were a necessary, but not
aufficient, determinant of find outcomes. Group structure in the form of demography had perhaps the
largest impact on the satisfaction outcomes, with some diverse or heterogenous groups experiencing
a degree of dysfunctiona conflict. Group process was clearly influentid, but was not documented
aufficiently to draw any conclusions. The difficulty of the group task dso was a rdevant variable, but
again was not the sole determinant of outcomes.

The group behaviour model was usad in this paper as a way of amplifying and organisng the
complexities of group functioning of student project groups. The varying outcomes achieved by the
different groups suggest thet it is difficult to identify a few key factors that would ensure that the
groups were cohesive, satisfied, and high performing. However, it is possble to make some
comments on the factors that seem mogt likely to be associated with dysfunctiond conflict, low
satisfaction and, to a lesser extent, poor performance. It appears that one of the main ways to avoid
dysfunctiond conflict in the groups would be to ensure that there were no minority divisons within
the groups, where one student was ‘outnumbered’ on either gender, NESB, or academic ability.
Lower conflict appeared to lead to higher satisfaction, and constructive group dynamics gppeared to
contribute to the actua results, or performance achieved by the groups.

This concluson has important implications for work groups, particularly in the context of an
increasingly diverse workforce. It suggests that even more careful attention would need to be paid to
managing dysfunctiona conflict in diverse or unbaanced groups, if job satisfaction and productivity
are to be achieved.
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INSTRUCTIONAL COMMENTARY

1

Choose a work or socid group with which you are familiar, and use the *six-box mode’
presented in Figure 2, to map out a description of the group. That is, take each box in the
model and write down the characteristics of the group that fit into each of the boxes. For
example, if the group has Sx members, this would fit into box three, group structure, since
this box includes the size of the group.

Choose one group from the case study described above and carry out the same exercise.
Track the details and experience of this particular group through, from the informetion given
in each of Tables 1 and 2, and in the Discussion section of this paper.

From your own experience with groups, do you believe that demographic imbalances affect
group performance?
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