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There is many dynamics involved in small group interaction. In looking at these dynamics I have come to realize that it takes many characteristics to make an effective and productive group. All elements of a group can somehow impact the outcome. Tubbs (1998) states that, “small group interaction is the process by which three or more members of a group exchange verbal and nonverbal messages in an attempt to influence one another” (p. 5). Do not confuse the description of a team or group. A team is a type of group, while a group is more general. When visualizing a team one sees a number of people united for a common goal. Shaw (as cited in Tubbs, 1998) describes a group as the following,

They are (1) perceptions (do members make an impression on others?); (2) motivation (is the group rewarding?);  (3) goals (working together for a purpose); (4) organization (each person has some organized role to play, such as moderator, note taker, etc.); (5) interdependence (each person is somewhat dependent on the others); (6) interaction (the group is small enough to allow face-to-face communication among members). (pp. 4-5)

Many factors can influence a group, with one of the strongest being the individuals involved. Each person within a group has characteristics that make them unique. As a person goes from one group to another they take with them certain attributes that only they can possess. The attributes consist of what we as people experience in our walk of life, and bring to our behaviors. Everything about who we are, and what we believe in has been influenced by past experiences. The Tubbs model of small group interaction depicts certain factors, such as, sex, age, personality, health, values and attitudes as impacting a group. Many factors can influence who we are as people, and who we are can help or hurt when working with others in a group situation. I have certain relevant background factors and internal influences that affect the consequences that I achieve and share with others. My behavior in a group has been influenced by what I have experienced and what I have learned.

In class we discussed the ever-popular Maslow’s Theory. The theory consists of a hierarchy of characteristics that most human beings experience during their lifetime. The characteristics include physiological needs, security, belongingness, esteem and self-actualization. All characteristics will build on each other starting with the basic needs first. The characteristics can be reached at different times throughout a person’s life while alternating between needs. For example, to have my physiological needs met I must have food, shelter and the means to survive. If I have these basic needs met then I will strive for security, once I feel safe and have job security, I will then yearn to belong. My need to belong may include a set of friends, a neighborhood, a religion, or just belong to a family. By having my needs met I may long to improve my esteem. I may build my esteem by joining a prestigious country club to display my worth as an important person. Finally by achieving all I set out to do I may start looking at myself and what I am accomplishing in my life. I will want answers to questions in life and determine where I fit in. Self-actualization can be very introspective. I can relate with this theory because I have worked my way up and down the ladder of needs several times. When my basic needs are not being met, I become insecure, paranoid and my esteem plummets. Personally, I have not stayed at self-actualization for very long. As my cells continually change within me and become new, my level of growth changes also. I worry about job security often and if I dwell on the future too much I find my sense of wanting security to deepen. I would like to summarize this paragraph by agreeing with Maslow’s theory.

Why is it when important decisions are needed a group is formed? I have come to believe that to reach the best decision possible, it is worth while to include others. In a group setting at work, people from different job disciplines are included in discussions; this will help to ensure a well-rounded decision. I find that I may have a limited scope in some areas and if my decision impacts others I should include others in the decision making process. Many decision-making processes are available for implementation when faced with a small group. Many processes exist, but the right one is dependent upon the circumstance and the people involved. Over the years it has become apparent that people need to be creative when solving problems or reaching decisions. Terms like reflective thinking and brainstorming to reach decisions are used in many different business settings. The reflective thinking process proposed by John Dewey (as cited in Tubbs, 1998) emphasizes the following,

(1) Define the problem, (2) Analyze causes, (3) Identify criteria, (4) Generate solutions, (5) Select a solution, (6) Implement solution. (pp.266-267)

When working within a group to reach a decision, the reflective thinking process gets to the point and tackles the issue. The people dynamics of the group can still influence this process though. When a person is more right brain then left-brain then conflict can arise between the members of the group and delay the decision. Some of the characteristics of left brain functions include, logical thinking, one correct answer, precise, verbally oriented, controlled, disciplined, dominant, scientific and organized. Some of the right brain functions include, intuition, nonverbally oriented, implicit, emotional, passive, artistic, accepting, gut-level impressions and casual with time. These functions are very different and can impact the processes used when decision making is needed. In reality though each group needs right and left brain function people to ensure the best results. 

Another popular technique that can be used when reaching decisions include, brainstorming. This technique is used to generate ideas that can be part of any decision making process. Brainstorming can even be used in the reflective thinking process. Osborn, (as cited in Tubbs, 1998) issued the following guidelines for brainstorming,

(1) Put judgement and evaluation aside temporarily. (2) Turn imagination loose, and start offering the results. (3) Think of as many ideas as you can. (4) Seek combination and improvement. (5) Record all ideas in full view. (6) Evaluate at a later session. (p. 270)

When using the brainstorming technique and ideas are reached, look for other ways to stimulate ideation. Ideation is the creation of ideas by modifying an idea that already exists. Brainstorming fosters ideas. Brainstorming can be used within a group or individually. Do not think of any brainstorming suggestion as being stupid. Leave judgement out of the equation when initially beginning the brainstorming process. I have used brainstorming when trying to reach strong technical solutions. Occasionally, I will meet with a group of technicians for several hours to determine how to accomplish a certain task. Several months ago a decision had to be reached on what type of technology to use to control tape growth. A meeting was held and the group determined which tape technology would benefit the company most. The first thing we did in the meeting was discussed the result needed and began gathering suggestions from all present. Everyone in the group contributed by suggesting solutions and technology to combat the tape growth problem. Once we listed all our thoughts and ideas we eliminated the ones that would be too hard to implement. At this point, we looked at the remaining list and picked solutions that we could all agree upon. From the agreed upon list, we built our plan of action. A major decision was reached using the brainstorming technique.

I have managed large-scale projects that looked overwhelming to me initially. I would select a work group of technicians and we would use brainstorming if a project was not moving or reaching defined goals. Every project I have been involved with has had greater success because of using brainstorming. I am not saying that brainstorming works in every situation when dealing with a small group, but it can sure get things moving. Brainstorming tends to get a group thinking, talking openly and working together to find the best result. I would like to note that most of the final results reached were part of the initial brainstorming activities. 

How does brainstorming and reflective thinking influence a group and make it more effective and productive? By having decision making processes in place the group can stay focused on the goal. Without processes in decision making, groups can get stuck on the smallest issues. When a leader forms a group to reach a decision, it is important to have some organization around the issue. Structured processes bring organization to decision-making efforts. I find it very frustrating to attend a meeting and have no agenda or process. A lack of structure will prolong the needed result. It is so unproductive to be part of a group when no direction is given. In reaching decisions with a group, an end result must be in mind so time is not wasted. If the group leader puts structure around a decision making process and the right people are involved, then results will occur making the group effective and productive.

CISM079 consist of men and women from many walks of life. CISM079 is a group of adults who differ in careers, but have a common goal of achieving a college degree. Careers in the CISM079 group include military, business and homemakers. All members of this group are bright individuals who bring their unique style to the class. Over the last 5 weeks the class has gone through personality assessments and group activities to enlighten us on small group interaction. I am very pleased to be part of this class, because of their willing attitudes. This group has a personality mix of introverts and extroverts. I have found that everyone in the group displays respect to each other’s unique style. Even some of the shy class members are getting involved in all the interaction activities.

When working on the class collage, I found it interesting how we initially started in 4 small groups, when ultimately we had to work as a large group. Within my small group we worked out a concept for our collage and felt it was a good theme. When the large group met it was apparent that each small group had good ideas. At this point each small group marketed their ideas to persuade the others to use their collage concept. What we found were good ideas from each small group. As a large group we selected the best ideas from each small group to create the final collage. The first week ended with a supply list and assignments for the next week. The next week Irene brought the Colorado Christian University symbol as a graphic to use as the foundation of our collage. As a group we took pictures and shared ideas on how to complete the collage. Not one person controlled the situation. Everyone shared ideas and others would confirm them. Irene had wonderful ideas but she would hold back and Yolanda had to encourage her. Everyone encouraged each other. 

The collage took shape and by the third week we brought into class our personal pictures and symbols of our groups. The glue gun was heated and the fun began. Everything just fell in place and the collage was ready to be organized and glued to the foam board. Nikita, Lisa and Yolanda had strong feelings about the placement of the pictures so they took on that responsibility. Many of us chipped in and did what we could to help. Everyone brought in something that represented his or her personal interest and groups. I cannot think of one person who did not want to contribute. The collage experience was fun and we got to know each other even better. By the final night we had the collage ready and a presenter selected. Jeff is very outgoing and enjoys being in front of people so he volunteered to present our collage to the instructor. Some of the members in the group shared their hesitation of having their picture taken and displayed, but others in the group offered encouragement. I do not feel that any one person of the group dominated the situation. Actually everyone’s opinion counted. If I had to pick a task leader it would be any one of the following, Jeff, Howard, Bob, Ben, Nikita, Lisa or Yolanda. Kelvin, Brenda, Sharon, and Skip were silent observers who contributed with their thoughts when needed, and were supportive of the process. The majority of the group was supportive each other and contributed where needed. This truly was a group effort and not just one person making the others do it a certain way. 

I see my role and function in this group setting as being the recorder and social emotional. I tend to always want to talk to everyone and make sure everyone is having a good time while working together. I also noticed I would write down supplies needed and organized the list of items to be brought to the next class. I found that I got to know the group better and as each week unfolds I am feeling more comfortable with everyone. I still tend to over analyze what I say and do with new people I meet, but this group continues to make me feel comfortable. 

I did not see any real conflict with the overall group during this collage assignment. I did sense conflict when we were in the initial small groups. Conflict is too harsh of a word though, what was really happening was just a difference in opinions. Howard, Jeff and I thought we had some really good ideas, but soon discovered so did all the other small groups. What we found was one group that was determined to get their ideas for the collage accepted. The group most determined to have their ideas accepted was more vocal about their opinions. At times during the initial discussion I felt they were being overbearing. I did not know these people and I made an incorrect judgment. The small group had strong opinions about their concept, and they just wanted to sell their idea, as much as we wanted to sell ours. Everything worked out in the end, because we incorporated an idea from each group. The vocal group was just that, vocal and passionate about their opinions. This was a good lesson in keeping an open mind about other people’s ideas and opinions. I could not visualize Irene’s concept of the 3-D effect. I did share that with the group and Irene brought an example the next week. As a group we decided to use the symbol but not the 3-D effect. Everyone was very flexible and respectful of each other through the completion of the collage project. The CISM079 class has a strong sense of individual and collective competition, but also exhibit respect, professionalism and support to each other.

