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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Contents:
I. What makes group work work? 

This section reviews some of the major characteristics commonly found in effective work groups.  In groups that are having problems getting along or getting things to come out right, chances are that one or more of these "characteristics" is lacking. Identify which one(s), and seek group agreement on ways to improve.

ll.
Meeting management.  

In this section, some "rules of order" are suggested for making sure that each meeting is properly planned and executed to get the right things done, smoothly, and on-time.

Ill.
Workgroup "passages."  

Like the growth stages you go through as a person, from birth to death, a workgroup also will pass from one phase in its development to another.  This section highlights five of the major passages you might expect to experience in the life of your group.

lV.
Tools & Techniques. 

The final pages in this booklet provide several actual forms and procedures that have proven useful in organizing workgroup meetings for maximum effectiveness.  While you may wish to experiment with some tools of your own, you might find these techniques a good place to start.


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1"Everything you'd ever want to know ...
Comedian Ed McMahon may have found everything you'd ever want to know about effective workgroups "sealed in a mayonnaise jar" under somebody's porch.  But you won't find it there.

Or here in this booklet either.

There's simply too much to know, and too much that's still unknown, to put it all in one little book.  Consider this, then, as a kind of "starter kit." A small collection of some of the most important things you should know about group work.  Plus a few immediate techniques that have been found useful in making sure that group meetings really work.  Sometimes, as you know, meetings that are meant to work, don't.

Even when meetings accomplish little, they "fulfill a deep human need," says business writer Antony Jay.  People are social creatures, and quite naturally feel a necessity to come together at frequent intervals.  There is nothing at all wrong with this.

Still, most people want more than just an opportunity to get together with the other members of their workgroup.  They come to meetings to get, and to share Information.  To make a unique, personal contribution.  To participate in the life and decisions of the group.  To have a hand in developing the goals of the group and helping to achieve those goals.

People like meetings, in other words, but they especially like meetings that work!

Since you're a "people" too, this booklet is for you.  Whether you're the leader of the meeting or a member – and most people will get experience in both roles – these tips will help you make the most of your meetings.  Use them.  Try them out.  Experiment with ideas of your own.  Make your meetings work.

After all, they are your meetings.
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Psychologist Norman Maier has come up with a simple formula for explaining what's involved in making quality decisions that work.

His research, and that of many others, seems to confirm that "E.D. = Q x A."

"E.D." means "effective decisions," not just good decisions, but decisions that turn out, in practice, to actually work well. "Q" in the formula refers to the quality of the decision, or how good it is in terms of expertness, or measurable excellence.  And the "A" brings into the equation the often-overlooked factor of acceptance, particularly the acceptance level of the people who have to live with and implement the decision.

Here's an example.  Suppose you have an idea worth 10 (on a scale of 1-to-10, Q = 10).  Now suppose that others have to be involved in making your idea really work in practice.  But you're unable to get their agreement that the idea is workable.  Score yourself A = 0.

The effectiveness of this decision, if you go ahead with it, is zero.  It simply won't work. 10 x 0 = 0.

You get the same result, in terms of effectiveness, if your group agrees (A = 10) to go ahead with a decision that is essentially worthless, or wrong (Q = 0).  0 X 10 = 0.

In groups that work especially well, producing truly effective decisions, all members are committed to making sure they come out with the best possible quality of thought and the best possible level of acceptance from everyone who must be involved in implementing the decision.

It is hard work to achieve both.  But it's work that pays off.  In the next columns are discussions of eight key characteristics of groups that make effective decisions.  With practice, your group can become a top-ranking bunch of problem-solvers too.
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1.  Members do not ignore others' contributions.

As members make comments or ask questions, others show an active interest.  The meeting is full of the sense of positive energy, movement and involvement.  Members recognize and respond to the need of other members to know the effect of their remarks, in order to continue making valuable contributions and to improve their effectiveness as group participants.

Silence is not golden.  When other members do not respond, the speaker cannot know whether:

(a)  They did not understand the remark

(b)  They understood it and agreed with it

(c)  They understood it but disagreed with it

(d)  They understood it but thought it was irrelevant

Many people in meetings make the mistaken assumption that "silence means agreement."  But this is a destructive norm for most meetings.  Instead, a group might adopt a ground rule like, "Be direct about your opinions, and state them out loud during the meeting." Other effective groups periodically stop the meeting for a "poll," checking everyone's opinion before proceeding further with the task at hand.

At one time or another, you yourself have probably said something in a meeting, only to see the group continue on as if nothing had been said.  This is called a "plop!"  If members' ideas are plopped (ignored), the consequences are scattered discussions, repetition, and little progress toward accomplishing the group's agenda.

2.  Clarification precedes evaluation.

In most meetings, unfortunately, these two are reversed.  Judgments are made about the subject or proposal before the members fully understand what they're discussing.  It's a good idea – practiced regularly in effective workgroups – to check.  To make sure you know what the speaker means before agreeing or disagreeing with a statement.

The question "What is it?" should come before the question "How do we feel about it?"  Understanding comes first, this way, and potentially good ideas are not prematurely


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1killed.  Nor are members as likely to feel rejected as persons.
Effective workgroups frequently paraphrase or try out a provisional summary of what the speaker said to make sure they understand the contribution before trying to evaluate it.  When a large conflict appears imminent, the meeting convener or another member should call for – or offer –  such a paraphrase or summary of the issues.
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 13.  Speak for yourself

In the most effective workgroup meetings, each member accepts sole responsibility for his or her own remarks.  Members do not, for example, mislead themselves or the others by offering opinions on "what we should do" that are really the opinions of the boss or some other authority, rather than the speaker's own.

Members also avoid the temptation to build a "platform" or case that supports their own opinion by referring to some vague "they," or "the experts," or "most people."  Instead, members say "I think . . . " or "in my experience . . ." Great care is taken to avoid making the impression that one is speaking for others.  Let the others speak for themselves!

Now, this runs headlong into the political or "representative" idea of speaking.  But if you speak for someone who's not present, then there's little opportunity for a meaningful give-and-take discussion. State your own ideas as your own.

4.  Separate the idea from the person

Ideas belong to the group.  Once an opinion is expressed, or a proposal is made, try to identify the topic as group property.  Make sure it's not "Mary's idea on . . . ." but instead, it's "the proposal on . . .".

This frees people to present an idea, and then to join in the discussion without feeling the need to defend themselves personally. Ideas are to be used or not used as the group decides.  A member who makes a suggestion is not asked to defend the idea against all others, but to help with the group evaluation of all the ideas before it.  Mary's idea is no longer hers.  It's group property.

Maybe you've noticed how many meetings are using flipchart easels these days.  This is a way to remove an idea from the presenter.  To put it up there on a common space (the easel pad) so that the members can refer to the idea apart from who said it.

5.  All members participate

Group members do not always participate in the same way, but they do always keep actively involved in helping the group move along on its task.  For example, when some members are providing information, others are helping to make sure it's understood and organized, summarizing or identifying points of agreement and disagreement.

Members attempt to fulfill whatever task or interpersonal "process" function is appropriate to keep things working.  Instead of tuning-out during a discussion that doesn't strongly interest you, you could take an active role performing one of these important group process roles:




 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Information seeker:  Asking for clarification of suggestions, or requesting more facts or information.

Summarizer:  When members begin to repeat themselves, they often want to know if anyone has heard them or understood what they've said before.  By summarizing, you provide closure and demonstrate understanding.  Summarizing is the skill of pulling together related ideas, clarifying or organizing ideas so that all members know clearly what has been covered.

Consensus tester:  Perhaps you might find yourself feeling impatient that "nothing is happening."  Run up a trial-balloon, asking for a vote, a decision, or to ask if the group is about finished or ready to move on.  This is a good way to help keep the group on track and moving along to the next step.

Harmonizer:  You may notice the tendency of people to enjoy their disagreement, or to continue to argue rather than to find points of mutual agreement.  If so, you can help by articulating the points they agree on.  This not only helps provide group harmony, it reminds the participants of their common goal and may help call them to quicker agreement.
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 16.  Be conscious of group processes

Effective workgroups occasionally take time-out to discuss how they're working together.  The group process, and the underlying interpersonal processes, are as important to group success as the task itself. These processes are surfaced, evaluated, and worked-at.  Whenever the group senses it's having trouble getting its work done, it tries to find the reason and correct it.

Sometimes the reasons are process difficulties.  Some symptoms of process trouble are excessive hair-splitting, points repeated over and over, suggestions that plop, private conversations in subgroups, two or three people dominating the discussion, members taking sides and refusing to compromise, attacking ideas before they are fully expressed or understood, and apathetic participation.

When symptoms like these occur, the group should change gears.  Stop working on the task.  Work on the process.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Effective workgroups raise and deal with process problems without blame.  The problem is seen as belonging to the group, to be dealt with by the group.  Correction is sought with introductory statements like: "We seem to be bogged down . . . " or "I'm hearing us repeat ourselves, so let's . . . ."  The goal is to correct the group's problem, to keep things working.  Not to punish or blame "the offender."
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Every member of the group recognizes that what the group does, it has chosen to do.  No group can avoid making decisions.  It cannot choose whether to decide, but only how to decide.  An effective workgroup will choose to make its decisions openly, to state what it has decided, rather than to allow decisions to be made by default.

When a group faces an issue, it has only three options.  Each option entails a decision.  The group may openly agree to take an action. Or, it may openly agree not to take action.  The only remaining choice is to "decide by default" to take no action as a group.

To decide-by-default to take no action has the same impact on the problem as an openly-declared decision to take no action.  But default decisions are felt as failures by group members, and may create tensions among them.  The group grows more by openly agreeing not to act than by simply not acting because they couldn't agree.

Mature groups view each decision as temporary, something to be carried out, evaluated, and revised or modified in light of experience.  Members are aware that decisions need not be "all-or-nothing," and need not (probably cannot) last forever.

Here's another example of decision-by-default.  When the group makes a decision it does not carry out, it recognizes that the real decision was not to act.  The group then openly discusses why its apparent and real decision were not the same.  Members try to learn why some or all of them agreed with the decision when they apparently felt no personal commitment to carry it out.

Effective groups decide openly how to decide.  Decisions may be made by vote, coin-toss, delegation, or complete consensus.  The crucial factor is that the group agrees openly on how it will decide, rather than letting "no action" decisions be made by default.

8.  View conflict as necessary and helpful

Effective workgroups bring conflict into the open and deal with it.

The members realize that conflict is inevitable.  They know that the choice is theirs whether the conflict will be open  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1(subject to group control) or disguised (out of control).  Which would you rather have?
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1An example might be a group trying to arrive at a consensus decision when one member is too "locked-in" to really hear and participate effectively with the others.  Or when a member is committed to advocating a point of view that is not his own, and therefore (since the other person is not present), is not a view that is subject to change or healthy give-and-take.  In a case like this, the group has little choice but to use the vote method of decision-making rather than to continue trying to achieve consensus.

Raising issues and dealing with them openly, as a group, has beneficial aspects that far outweigh the temporary feelings of tension that might come with such open discussion.  It puts things out on the table, where they can be dealt with.  It clears the air.  It allows group members the opportunity to explore all the facts, rationale and feelings behind the conflict, and to make better decisions as a result.

Effective workgroups try to adopt the position that there are no problem members.

These groups look upon behavior that hinders their effectiveness as a group problem.  A problem the group allows, or even wants, rather than the result of a "problem member."

A person who continually introduces irrelevant ideas, for example, can only get the group off its topic if the other group members follow the lead.  Instead of calling the member the problem, the group must ask itself why it has allowed itself to get off the topic.  Perhaps the other members welcome these digressions as a way of avoiding the open conflict that might occur if they stayed on the topic.

Likewise, the person who talks too much, jokes too much, continually attacks others, or never participates.  These are signs of group problems.  The whole group needs to discuss whether it is rewarding such behavior, and ways it might go about eliminating these disruptions.

Such a group gives helpful information to its members about the impact of their actions.  But it does not analyze, dissect and work them over.

You'll know if your group has a problem with this "Rule No. 8." When sub-groups begin holding "parking-lot meetings," when the conflict, differences and clearly-expressed ideas happen outside – in the parking lot – and not during the meeting.  That's the time to get it back where it belongs, where it can do the group some good.

Effective groups work on conflicts as a group.
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Meeting preparations include the whole assortment of activities from choosing a room and seating arrangements, to distributing reading materials and pencils, making sure AV equipment is on-hand and in working order, on down to having coffee available.

These are important elements to planning a successful meeting, and should not be overlooked.  But most important of all is the quality of planning that goes into the meeting agenda.

Agenda topics
Most people are accustomed to letting the group leader, or meeting convener, set the agenda. When a group is just getting started, this is appropriate and practical. Once you're "in business," though, it is a good idea to encourage all group members to participate in pre-planning their meetings.

One of the sample forms in the back of this booklet is entitled, "Proposals for Agenda." This form provides one way that meetings members themselves, as well as staff specialists or other committees, can submit items for the agenda. The form asks the respondent to identify the topic, the amount of time it is expected to require, and whether the topic is purely information for the group members, or if it is something that should be considered for discussion or action.

Your own situation and group member preferences will determine which approach to agenda-setting works best for you.  Decide as a group.  Here are some additional alternatives you may wish to consider:


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1(a)
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Have a centralized person – perhaps a secretary or the meeting convener – identified as the recipient of the "Proposals for Agenda" forms, or simply have people call-in their items to this person.

(b) As a group, decide on the next meeting's agenda at the close of each prior meeting.

(c)
Post on a bulletin board, or some other well-traveled spot, the "Agenda" form at the back of this booklet, or a similar "form" drawn on a flipchart sheet.
Agenda-setting
It is one responsibility of the person who is the official group leader (committee head, supervisor, etc.) to make sure that there is a clear process for setting the agenda.

Most often, this person will sort the topics proposed for the agenda, and include those that will have importance for most of the group members.  A topic that could be handled in a one-to-one or sub-group meeting is usually scheduled that way, instead of being included in the agenda for the whole group.

The group leader who asks for the names of topic presenters and a time-allotment for their subject dispenses responsibility for managing the meeting back to the members.

Typically, the leader (or other designated meeting convener) will also send each member a copy of the final agenda in advance of the meeting.

Logistics and meeting facility
Details are important.  Remember the old story "for want of a nail... the war was lost"?

Good meeting planning includes attention to such "details" as making sure the meeting room is scheduled, and that the room is big enough, well-enough lighted, quiet enough and comfortably ventilated, heated or air-conditioned.  Other important details include providing AV equipment, flipchart easels, note pads, pencils, refreshments, and workable seating arrangements.

Consider seating arrangements carefully.  When people are seated classroom-style, all facing ahead, the person at the front is expected to do most of the talking.  For purely instructional or informational meetings, this is a functional seating arrangement.

Conference-style seating calls for a closed rectangular or circular arrangement, usually around tables.  This encourages discussion among all members and provides surface room for their  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1materials and note-taking.
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The most intimate arrangement is to remove the tables, and pull the chairs into a close circle.  This has the impact of taking away barriers and props between people, encouraging a person-to-person atmosphere for communication.

The meeting convener

It is helpful for the group to agree on the Idea of having a meeting "convener," who may or may not be the formal leader.  The convener's job is to call the meeting to order, to help organize and plan it.  This helps keep the meeting from being "John's meeting" or "the boss's meeting," where members expect the leader to take care of everything and make all the decisions.

When the group has common and agreed-upon goals, plus a high degree of "interdependence" (discussed in the next section), then it makes sense to rotate the meeting-management job of "convener" among all the members.  If the group does not meet often or has a more pluralistic membership, then the formal leader may decide to retain the convener role.

Setting priorities

The agenda is usually arranged in priority order by the convener ahead of time.  Items to be handled in the meeting are listed in the order they'll be addressed, and may be numbered.  Setting priorities ensures that first things come first, and that it something has to be left undone, at least it'll be among the items of lesser importance.

The convener may also choose to review these priorities at the beginning of the meeting, to gain group agreement, or the convener may ask the group to consider all the possible topics and arrive at its own priority listing.

The convener's role during the meeting

Up to now, you've seen what the convener does before the actual meeting.  Collecting suggested topics, including his/her own, taking care of pre-meeting logistics, preparing the agenda and getting items into priority, sending out the agenda ahead of time.

Now it's time to start the meeting.

The convener's first task is to make sure there's some adequate method for recording the meeting or taking notes.  Once this is taken care of, the meeting process starts.


The convener states the topic, including how it is to be handled  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1(info, discussion, or action), and the amount of time requested.  Then the item is turned over to the individual who will present/lead the item.
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The convener, along with all other group members, is then to help the speaker in appropriate ways, help keep the group on track, encourage questions and otherwise facilitate the group's handling of the Item.

At the end of the speaker's time, the convener must either (1) gain closure – who will do what by when – or (2) quickly get agreement to extend the item for a specified time period. 

When the topic has been closed, the convener summarizes in a sentence or two, ensures adequate recording, and moves the group on to the next topic

Meeting closure

The convener will want to be sure that every meeting ends with a sense of closure, or "completeness."  This may be done by highlighting the key decision of the group, thanking topic presenters, listing the next meeting agenda, or simply announcing the time and place of the next meeting.

Debriefing

At the end of the formal meeting, it is often helpful for the convener to lead the group in a short "debriefing" session.  Some questions for the debriefing might be:

1. Would each of you share with one another the particular strength of today's meeting?

2. Were there any "traps" we fell into as a group that may have hindered our effectiveness?

Rate this meeting on a scale of 1-to-10, and state one thing we could all do to  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1boost that rating by one point.


	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Passages”


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Author Gail Sheehy has written a bestseller about the "passages" people go through in their development as adults.  Groups, too, are living things.  Groups also move through "developmental stages" in the life of the group, from start-up to maturity.

Various researchers on group development have proposed any number of clearly-identifiable stages of group life.  For the sake of simplicity, this section discusses five major "passages" that you may experience as a group.

These life stages are normal, to be expected, and to be "grown-through," just as each individual must grow through his or her own life stages.  You may encounter difficulty as you struggle through or toward any particular stage in your group's life.  This, too, is normal.  Even healthy.

As you progress through these passages, and struggle as a group to learn from them, you will find your group life – and your individual lives – richer, fuller and more satisfying as a result.

You will have increased your ability to work well as a group, to improve your own individual skills, and to produce effective decisions.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Stage I:  Inclusion

Initially, members seek to secure their place in the group.  As a group leader, this calls for skill in assessing the level of "belonging" that members and invited speakers or other guests might be feeling. Some of those present will take the initiative in establishing a feeling of belonging, by introducing themselves to others, chatting informally before the meeting begins, and the like.  Others may come to the meeting feeling apart, with a chip on their shoulders, or otherwise alienated from the group.

To help welcome people into the group, you may find it quite important to pay special attention to these always-useful activities:

(a)
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Orient new members carefully, with particular emphasis on the ground rules of the group.

(b) Conduct "warm-up" activities at the start of lengthy or first-time meetings.

(c) Use the first few minutes of the meeting to clarify what we are to do, and how it is to be done.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1While it is a natural function of leadership for the official group leader to assume responsibility for helping the group to "jell," eventually other sensitive group members may be of great assistance in seeing to it that everyone present feels included.

Stage II:  Control

Once the members feel part of the group, their interest in control will increase.  Who's running things, and how?  How much influence do I have in this group?  Questions like these may lead to challenges to the group leader's authority.  They may lead to passive acceptance of the leader's authority, as well, or even to anarchy, where no one's authority is accepted.  Every group must work through these issues.  At best, you'll work out control issues openly and agree on the most workable balance between order and individual freedom.

If there is order without freedom, the participants will likely rebel, as individuals or sub-groups, fighting against the formal meeting process and formal leader.  If there is freedom without order, this chaos will produce great frustration and eventually an informal leader will emerge to fill the leadership vacuum.  The formal leader, and perhaps some of the other members as well, will react against the informal leader as if that individual were the problem.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Individual freedom within an orderly and controlled process that all have agreed to... this kind of formula works best.  You may struggle to arrive at this point, but it's worth it.  It paves the way for the next growth step.
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Stage III:  Productivity
Groups are ready to dig into the agenda, and to be truly productive in the use of their time, once the first two stages have been successfully achieved.

Now, group accomplishment becomes the measure of success.  Do we get work done?  Are we having an impact?  Questions like these reveal how much people really like to work, like to achieve important results.  A taxing and hard-driving meeting, at this stage, is felt by the members to be quite rewarding.

And again, whether you're the formal leader, group convener, or other member, you have responsibilities for making your meetings productive.  Your skills at maintaining a clear process that allows group members to exert influence, and to have power over their situations, is directly proportional to the level and quality of the tasks your group might accomplish.

Stage IV:  Maturity

At this level, the workgroup is truly functioning as an interdependent team.  Leadership is not an issue; any member can, and will, take the lead role when appropriate.  The group will have, to outward appearances, less structure.  This is because their structure, or discipline, is internal, understood, and monitored by the members themselves.  The group will be comfortable in its ability to allow for a variety of opinions, to surface and deaf effectively with conflict as a healthy and legitimate phenomenon.  A mature group, like a mature person, will be able to learn from its own past mistakes: to reflect on itself, and direct its own program of change and further growth.

A mature workgroup recycles its goals periodically, to see if its publicly-espoused goals are really the same as the (perhaps unstated) goals that its members actually strive to achieve.  Members discuss each others' behavior openly, constructively, face-to-face.  Motives and feelings are not attacked.  Instead, common goals and member contributions toward or detracting from those goals are seen as the issues.

Mature workgroups may occasionally call for extended meetings or even "retreats," for the sole purpose of reflection, growth and  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1improvement on their functioning as a team.

Not all workgroups reach this stage.  In others, these passages are cycled over and over again in the group's life, particularly as new members are introduced or the group's goals are significantly changed.  And, sometimes, a group may move through all of these stages in just one meeting.


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Stage V:  Death

Eventually, every group must die.  This should not be seen, necessarily, as a failure. Some groups, in fact, are brought together in the first place only to "live" for a limited, specified time.  Others, though they may hope to live forever, must recognize that the time will come, someday, for the group to either disband, continue to live in name only, or to be "reborn" as a new group, with new members or new challenges to face.

It is helpful to consider the eventual death of the group as both the final act of its life, and as its final passage, or opportunity for growth.

When member interest in the work or processes of the group begins to decline, it is time for the group as a whole to discuss whether it should begin preparing for its disbandment.  Or whether the addition of new members, new problems to face, or some other revitalization should be planned.

It is far better to approach these matters in this open, positive way than it is to simply let the group's life drain away into nothingness.

If you conclude that the group cannot be "made new" by bringing In new members, or finding exciting new challenges to tackle, then you will want to plan – as a group – for a dignified end to your group's life.

Have a celebration ceremony, recounting all of your achievements as a group, and as individuals within the group.  Exchange mementoes.  Shake hands, and thank each other in appreciation of your contributions. Call it a good day's work, and call it done.
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___________________________
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� SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1�E.D. = Q x A - Norman Maier


"Effective decisions are the product of quality thinking times the acceptance of those who must implement the decision."





� SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1�"There’s a time to stop working


on the task, and to work on the 


team process instead.”











� SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1�"Successful meetings don’t just happen.


They’re planned.”











� SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1�"Groups, too, pass from one stage of 


life to another.”











� SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1�CODE/Authority levels


C –	Consult this individual (dept.) before acting


A –	Get this individual’s (dept.’s) approval before acting


R –	Name of person responsible for completing this action item.   No action item is to have more than one person assigned “R.”


E –	Routinely enlighten or inform this person (dept.) of your action
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