





GROUP DYNAMICS





	"Group Dynamics" is a general term which points to various phenomena that can usually be observed in any group of people.  In our case, we are mostly interested in groups which try to achieve common goals; but the basic principles described apply also to groups which do not seem to have clearly defined objectives.








Individual and group





	One basic fact about the human being is that he needs other humans.  With a few exceptions, humans tend to stay together and to form groups which are widely varying in size and nature.  In this short handout, we shall limit our- selves to small groups, the size of no more than a class.





	Most often, it is very important for the individual that he really belong to the group (in which he takes part currently).  He needs acceptance from the group, which psychologically means safety for him.  Often he will be ready to give away some of his personality, his views, in order to gain this acceptance:  individuals tend to conform to groups with which they identify themselves.  His group(s) represents something like a safe home.  Examples of groups: your football club, this class, your family, a particular working unit, a committee, etc.





	Of course, we can quite often observe an individual taking the opposite course:  attacking the values of the group he is in, alienating himself from the group, etc.  In many of these cases, this individual in fact belongs to another group of which he accepts the values and where he can find safety.  In general, people belong to groups, often to many different groups.








2 levels of group interaction:





	If we now talk about groups which have more or less specific goals (examples:  a trade union meeting, a class, a working unit, a board of directors), then we can observe the ways in which such a group tries to achieve its goal.  It is then extremely important to realize that the people making up the group are human, they have feelings, they happy or unhappy, they like their work or they do not, they have friends and enemies (probably even within such a relatively small group), they are enthusiastic or skeptical, they are angry or relaxed, etc.





	So what happens within a group is not only the result of efforts of all participants to proceed to the desired goal; it is also an expression of feelings among the participants.  Very often the nature of this emotional underground plays a major part in the success or failure of a group.





	To give a simple example:  in a group we observe one person proposing a solution to the problem which is being examined.  His solution is violently attacked by a �



second participant.  The discussion goes on for some time, until the same person again proposes a new solution.  The second participant instantly shows that this solution cannot work, and so on.  What happening?  Quite probably, the second person is for some reason annoyed or angry with the first person, and this feeling makes him react negatively to anything the first one will do.  If this is allowed to go on, we can expect the first person to get discouraged and to withdraw himself from the group; or to get aggressive in turn.





	In the classroom like in any other group, emotional factors are an essential part of the whole process; and a good trainer should be constantly aware of this influence.  The trainer himself can actively influence (either negatively or positively) the emotional interaction in the classroom and thus contribute on more than one level to the success of his lessons.








The influence of the leader:





	In any group, the leader plays naturally a central role when the group has accepted him as such.  This acceptance is essential:  no matter how he was formally appointed to be the leader, the group as a whole must accept him.  If not, he cannot function, and another leader will be chosen informally.





	Traditionally, we distinguish between autocratic and democratic leaders.  The autocratic leader tells the group what to do; he takes all decisions and leaves little room for initiative by the participants.  Groups members usually react to an autocratic leader by submissive behaviour, losing initiative and by restricting themselves to doing as they have been told.  The democratic leader encourages participants to take part in decision-making and promotes initiatives.  Democratic leadership often results in more enthusiastic group participation, but less efficient decision-making.





	Sociologists have discovered a third basic attitude displayed by quite a few group leaders:  the laissez-faire attitude.  These leaders try to leave the group to its own resources and often try to avoid getting involved in any conflicts.  This type of leadership results in aimless groups that do not proceed to any clear goal.





(The reader will kindly excuse the simplifications we have to make in order to keep the text concise and the main concepts as clear as possible.)





	All 3 attitudes:  autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire, can be found in trainers.  Although laissez- faire leaders are usually very ineffective, we cannot pronounce a clear and definite preference for either autocratic or democratic leadership.  It depends on 


the situation, whether autocratic or democratic behaviour is required to obtain the desired results.  Some authors have found that effective leaders often display an autocratic attitude as far as procedures are concerned (everybody talks in turn, no "messing around", keep to the agenda, etc.,) and a democratic attitude concerning the contents of the discussion (encouraging initiative and new ideas).





�



	Recent research has pointed out 5 essentially unrelated factors that together would seem to characterize the most effective leaders.  They are:





	- social leadership:  promoting internal communication and a free, permissive atmosphere; shows consideration for other people.





	- instrumental leadership:  the leader is oriented towards getting results.  He has the ability of structuring work and initiating activity.





	- balanced leadership:  the leader follows a clear line, there is a well-understood and stable policy





	- dynamic leadership:  the leader has the ability of adapting himself to new situations, accepts            innovations and changes and is keen on the promotion of any improvements.





	- technical leadership:  the leader is technically competent.





It would seem that essentially the same characteristics would apply to effective trainers.








The influence of the participants





	Obviously, the results of a discussion (or of any other group activity) depend essentially on the contributions of the participants.  





	To come back to the role theory we have already discussed, participants (including the leader) play 3 types of roles unconsciously:  goal-oriented roles, group-oriented roles or individual roles.





	Goal-oriented roles are directly related to the objectives of the group.  As an example, let us mention initiating roles (propose a subject, a goal or a solution; define a problem, etc.); informative roles (indicating facts and figures, expressing an opinion, etc.); clarifying roles (interpret ideas or propositions, define terms, etc.); summarizing (propose conclusions or summaries); testing (verifying ideas and opinions, trying out conclusions, checking against facts, etc.).





	Group-oriented roles keep the group together as a working unit, improve the working atmosphere and promote active participation.  Examples:  improve communications (release tension, encourage others to participation, showing interest in the opinion of others, etc.); consensus testing (find out if a conclusion is acceptable, try if approval can be  obtained, etc.); compromising (meeting the other half-way recognize one's faults, subordinate one's interest to group interest, etc.).





	Individual roles are mainly directed to satisfying our own needs at the expense of the interests of the group. Examples:  aggression (ridicule others or the objectives of the group, negative behaviour and displaced jokes, etc.); blocking (unreasonable resistance �



against group consensus, direct group activity away from the subject, coming back to matters already decided upon, etc.); domination (showing authoritarian behaviour, interrupting others, talking too much, etc.); withdrawal (showing a lack of interest, displaying cynical attitudes, etc.); attract attention (start discussions outside the agenda, out-of-place behaviour).





	The above examples have been taken from discussion situations, but the general classes of behaviour can be found in any type of group activity.





	Obviously, progress of a group towards its objectives will depend on the ability of the participants to play the various goal-oriented and group-oriented roles called for by the ever-changing situation; and on their avoiding the individual roles. 
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