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Understanding Our Differences: Performance in
Decision-Making Groups with Diverse Members

Martha L. Maznevski'?

The purpose of this article s 1o develop a model 1o explain performance in
decivion-making groups characterized by high diversity in composition. 1t begins
with - briel discussion on the nsture and olfects of diversity, Previous research
on growp performance is then reviewed with the general conclusion thit diverse
groups perform less well than homogeneous ones do. This conclusion is
challenged by closely examining & small group of stodies specifically researc hing
the effects of diversity, and it is shown thet diversity can enhance o group's
perlormanee i 6 s integrated. Communication s proposed as an integrating
mechininm, amd o theary of commuonicntion in terms of preconditions is
deseribed, This theory s then used 1o develop propositions concerning the
relationships among diversity, integration, and performance in decision-making
groups, Implications for research and practice are discussed,
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INTRODUCTION

Organizations are vehicles for cooperative effort. Their essence is to
wordinate diverse contributions and accomplish a goal that could not have
been achieved by any of the contributors working alone. The management
of such diversity has received considerable attention recently for two im-
portant reasons. First, the types and degree of diversity in organizations
e increased greatly to a point where their effects cannot be ignored.
Second, at the same time, the need for integration of diversity, lor example
a decision-making teams, has never been greater. Escalating complexity
rquiring increased knowledge and skill specialization, international move-
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532 Maznevikl
ment of human resources, and equity legislation have all played a role in
increasing diversity. On the other hand, globalization of business and a re-
markably heightened pace of competition have led to the need for high
levels of integration. Management technigues developed with workforces
relatively homogeneous in gender, nationality, ethnicity, skill, and knowl-
edge often do not achieve positive results with the diversity of today's
workforce in the complexity of today's environment.

Unfortunately, in practice diverse decision-making groups typically
have not achieved their potential, The interaction problems associated with
diversity often lead to lower performance than if the group had had fewer
resources. The solution has generally been to avoid using diverse groups
whenever possible; however, because of the trends outlined above, this al-
ternative is no longer feasible, Managers cannot allow the diversity to
hinder performance, and furthermore they should be able to use diversity
to enhance performance. In developing a theory to understand and predict
performance in decision-making groups with diverse members, this paper
takes four steps. It begins with a brief discussion on the nature and poten-
tial benefits of diversity. Next, the literature on group performance is
reviewed, with particular emphasis on research related to diversity and ho-
mogeneity of composition, The third section is devoted to model
development and reinterpretation of group research within the framework
of the new theory. Finally, implications of the theory for research and man-

apement are addressed,

DIVERSITY IN DECISION-MAKING GROUPS

Any group of people can be described by its diversity, An athletic
team, a school debating team, a manufacturing team, and a strategic de-
velopment team are all composed of individuals who differ on at least some
dimensions. The diversity becomes salient only when it contributes to of
detracts from the group’s ability to achieve its goals. The countless potential
sources of member diversity can be divided into two basic types.

The first is role-related diversity and includes occupation, organizs
tional position, specialized knowledge and skills, and family role. Diversty
along these dimensions is obvious and well-accepted, In organizational de
cision-making teams, role-related diversity is often deliberate, For example,
a new product development team may include marketing specialists, desigs
and process engineers, finance officers, and so on. By definition, roles am
assigned to and accepled by individuals in o complementary way: the role
of mother does not exist without the role of child, supervisor without sul
ordinate, or marketer without producer, Roles and the behaviors, valuey
and attitudes associnted with them are publicly acknowledged. In fact, they

Understanding Our DifMerences
531

ﬂh”“,_ﬂn“mﬁ.ﬂ_ﬂ”ﬂn their _....:x.ﬂm of organizing society and
: Y were not public. Furthermore
smultaneously and change roles several times .
As a result of these conditions, although nc_._._.___
roles are common, they are well-

making it pre-
people play many roles
over their careers and lives,
Cls among those in different
accepted and members i
& o, s of differe
nﬂ”ﬂuwhﬂhﬂmnﬁu ::.._ ._E. other's viewpoint is legitimate or 5__.__ﬁ__:q__ﬂ”.._
WL o ﬂ_E“ ”._:. diversity is along dimensions inherent in the ﬁ_n_...
e n_:.“.. ulthood) and for mos practical purposes cannot be
v et uhﬂ.n___. :__p_,:_am Age, gender, nationality, cultural values
il ng style, .,:i personality. Diversity along these &.._.......F.
ol ﬁnnmum:.:, =_=r__n or obvious. Furthermore since th
i m." nherent, their effects are difficult for people E.=:au3_m=.”
- uﬁ_EJm _”_:naun who has always had a high need for mnznqn_..:mz.
il _.ﬂ . =..“.__ not understand or even know that not everyone has th :
O achieve moderately difficul ;
rsdiodibiche ] y cult goals (McClelland 1985). Con-
ple diverse on inherent dimensi fficult for thy
. nsions are
E:am ..w understand, and often remain unresolved e bl
Fiooi “__.ﬂ“ﬂ_w_n._ and inherent ,n.._._a:u_.c:u of diversity are often related
o MMM age, personality, and information processing style Em_
ot g d::::ﬁ.ﬁm“a:a “._E _E_En through an organization in E_:___n.w
; in ¢ N role-related dimensi il v i |
g slons, Until recently, jt
kb .“H_n”.dma“_.om _n assume 52....3:.. organizational .:n.:_.n..h__ ,..__EH_“_E___M
s gl ,.s..._,._m._ n_q”_: F__:.E._mmc:z.. as well, such as gender, nationality
ol ragissas 5. However, with increased international movement am
il .::..“r entrance of women into the workloree, and equity leg
Yy countries, diversity on inh imensi .
on in man : ' erent dimens ithi
= ; lons
“ﬂiﬂ“..”“.m Hm .__”.,Mﬁam_m_:m :qﬁ a rapid rate. We are learning that E_n._ﬁu_hﬁm
nsions of diversi |
ks rsity such as gender and culture are not
Two _ i
e ﬂhﬂﬁﬂﬂﬁ qu ..ﬁnﬁna&:?ﬂ:na in decision-making groups
. : specific and peneral (Ling, 1990). wi
. i .« When .
H.M“v ﬁ“ nrsai_namn andfor skills than can be _.czzaw in o el
N be composed of individuals wh ifi
ose
pement each other. In this wa <anet St
¥ areas important for achievin
mile-related diversity. An engin
ber r____.s__namn of applied scie
deugn principles,
Gieneral ; b are i i
S E‘__...___:””_M__._:_mhr are ::.,S gained simply by having diversity in the
MR ways 1. _En.z:_.m A situation there is a greater potential
i _._m.___:a:_wn__.. the right solution or process (il there js one)
tlity to create the best one possible. General advantages

u_,.,__:n Broup ensures that j ”__u“n m_nn._““aﬂﬂ_“___.“
g its EE_..M. Specific advantages derive from
cer 18 included on a new product team for
nce, a graphic artist for his knowledpe of



R Muznevskl

derive both from role-related and inherent sources of diversity. People in
different roles notice different information and perceive the same informa-
tion differently; this is also true for people who differ on gender, culture,
personality, and so on,

A more detailed examination of diversity on two dimensions should
help to clarify its effects: gender and culture. When a team is composed
of both women and men, specific benefits include knowledge of how the
different genders would respond to changes in organizational policies such
as flextime and parental leaves. In this case, women and men are assigned
to the team to represent their respective genders. Their gender is made
public and legitimized as a source of information for making the decisions.
In effect, gender becomes a role-related source of diversity. In terms of
general benefits, research has demonstrated that women and men bring
different perspectives to the group, and the general benefit of combining
these ideas can lead to better performance (Dyson et al, 1976; Hoffman
& Maier, 1961; Ruhe, 1978).

Cultural diversity also offers benefits. Specific benefits are evident
when an international team is assembled to implement a project in the
respective members' countries. For example, members of an international
emergency food program implementation team would include people from
the donating countries, receiving countries, and countries that would be
involved in the transportation. The specific knowledge that team members
have of their own countries would aid delivery of the emergency supplies
Again, the inherent dimension of nationality is legitimized as a source of
information and thus becomes a role-related source of diversity, General
benefits also accrue from cultural diversity. Research has shown that muk
ticultural groups develop more and better alternatives to a problem and
criteria for evaluating those alternatives than do culturally homogeneous
groups (McLeod & Lobe, 1992). Furthermore, multicultural groups have
been shown to be more creative than homogeneous groups (Ling, 19%1).

Diversity is inevitable in organizational decision-making groups. Role-
related diversity is deliberate, and inherent diversity is becoming more and
more common. Diversity among organizational members attracted focused
attention only recently, however, when global business and social trends
resulted in an increased need to manage it productively, With this in mind,
past literature on group performance can be investigated for recommes-
dations on managing these groups,

LESSONS FROM THE LITERATURE

Research on group performance has been accumulating for decades
While there are disputes on many of the details, several general conclusions
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groups make decisions through consensus, rather than through some voting
procedure.

While this briel summary covers the literature’s broad conclusions, the
detailed research is studded with caveats. One is particularly germane here.
For decision-making tasks, diversity in membership — both inherent and
role-related — is desirable for increasing the number of solutions offered
and alternatives considered. However, diversity presents great obstacles to
smooth interaction processes, more often than not resulting in decreased
performance (Adler, 1991; Fiedler & Meuwese, 1963; Hackman & Morris,
1975; Hoffman, 1965, 1979; Jewell & Reitz, 1981; Levine & Moreland, 1990;
Ling, 1990; Rigby, 1987, Shepherd, 1978; Wanous & Youtz, 1986).

Again, the examples of gender and culture diversity can demonstrate
the barriers raised by heterogeneous composition. While mixed-sex groups
have the potential to perform better than same-sex groups (Shaw, 1981),
men and women interact differently and often these differences pose bar-
riers for effective group interaction. Men's interaction tends to be more
task oriented, while women’s tends to be more socially oriented (Aries,
1976; Johnson, 198Y; Kramarae, 1990; Maliz & Borker, 1982: Tannen,
1990). Women often feel intimidated and uncomfortable in groups with
men, and are thus less willing to offer ideas; on the other hand, men are
often impatient with women's reluctance to get on with the job and do not
interact effectively (Tannen, 1990), As o result, while mixed-sex groups can
outperform same-sex groups, many research studies have found the oppo-
site result (e, Kent & McGrath, 1969; Clement & Schiereck, 1973;
Kanter, 1977),

Studies on group interaction in multicultural groups show that these
teams have the potential to perform well: they generate alternatives and
criteria for evaluating the alternatives better than homogeneous groups do.
However, in past research multicultural groups generally have not per-
formed better than homogeneous ones on final solutions (Ruhe & Allen,

1977, Kumar et al, 1991). Furthermore, they consistently score lower on
most process measures than do culturally homogeneous groups (Kumar et
al, 1991; Kirchmeyer & Cohen, 1992), Interpretation of these results sug-
gests that the cultural diversity poses such barriers to effective interaction
that performance is hindered.

Overall, the research seems to recommend as little diversity as pos
sible in decision-making teams. This advice is extremely discouraging for
managers, especially when factors such as equity laws and a need for spe-
cialized knowledge make it impossible to follow. Surely there must be some
way to realize the potential diversity offers?

A few studies conducted over the past three decades suggest that dv
versity can be managed productively (Abramson, 1992; Anderson, 1983

=
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a team, solutions and strategies can be F_E.n_,s_ﬁa that produce grealer re-
sults than the simple addition of each contribution alone. il
The process of integration itself, although so vital to the per a.ﬁ.ﬂ -
of diverse management teams, has not yet __..un-,_ the focus of group re =
Perhaps this is because the prescription of using homogeneous E_wcnﬂn._ =
been relatively simple to follow until _.n_.un_..._u_. __pi_...c.m.ad._n.i itse seib
considered an integrating mechanism, since __.n.u_ﬂ._n similar on sever o
mensions have fewer unique perspectives 1o integrate =_=.“_. :a_.._.n m
similar behavioral norms for integrating them. When the majority o _mnun__ﬁ
do not have problems with integration, o_:nq.;a__nm. such as ﬁﬂ.ﬁ i
and task strategies, become more 5.__5:...5.. I'he inevitability o ._”,n ]
has only recently become apparent, and m_._._:___m:ac:m"w the synergistic w_u”.n
tential of diversity has been recognized. ._o enable management .“_nuH.un_:.
use their diversity productively, it is crucial that integration now be
ik ﬂ“.“.”.“___v_ group interaction processes aamc._..r_:ﬁ_. with high ﬂnlﬂ:ﬂmﬂ
facilitate integration, For example, equal participation n:n”::mwnm a by
bers (o share their views. Superordinate cooperative goals, as Wmﬁw@mﬂ}ﬂ.
competitive ones, also encourage m_._mnm;zs_.__ and E...:.u__._w_:cn o _E E“E.ﬁ
propriate rules, control, and conflict E“_._._nnn._:a:__ p..E.._ ...n:ﬂ g
that people’s views are elicited and combined ina E_s_:,.n__u._ s ..Mn. .”u o !L
The list of potential facilitators is lengthy, and is filled with con ._ __.c,.q s
contingencies. For example, a rule or type of conl rol =E.._E_=“.= q,...mza_._n_
task, environment or group of people may be inappropriate s. _._.nﬂ_._ﬁ.
One process, however, is an absolute _i.E,,.n.,:._z:n ::,__._H_.__..:.:EP. e s
communication, The successful transmission .E, meaning as if _Ew,..ﬁi M.:i
from each person to the others in the group s essential for ==M _“.__m. wwn_ s
to take place. Unless group members are aware of and unde b
different elements they have, they cannot combine the elements effectively.

Proposition 3. Other things being equal, :_n.__._.....qn n_.?n:.._n_ the B—H
munication is in a group, the more the members ideas will be integra
in the final decision.

The process of effective communication for the purposes of integration
the focus of the theory development here,

A Theory of Communication in Terms of Preconditions

There are many theories that provide insight into Q::E:EWH_“
processes in groups. The one 1o be adapted here was nnﬁ_c_x"m_ E._a_ ..“i.
(1980, 1984, 1985) in the field of clinical __.,.___._n_.s_:w_____ (o :E._Em_m_., o
munication problems of families with a schizophrenic member. Given
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proliferation of communication theories, it is hardly justifiable to develop
i new one; instead, bridging and building upon existing theories is more
appropriate, Given this initial assumption, Blakar's theory was adapted for
three reasons: it embodies an interactionist perspective; it is neither too
broad nor too narrow; and, it highlights the effects of member diversity.

The symbolic interactionist paradigm assumes that perspectives on re-
ality are negotiated, as are roles and norms for behavior (Blumer, 1969;
Charon, 1989), The interactionist perspective is appropriate for the phenom-
ena being examined here: it underscores the fact that synergistic solutions
o decision-making problems are developed and negotiated in an ongoing
process rather than discovered in the air or developed through simple com-
bination of individual thoughts. Consistent with this perspective, the theory
of communication in terms of preconditions emphasizes negotiating and con-
structing a shared view of reality and the communication process.

The mid-range level of theory represented in the theory of communi-
ation in terms of preconditions is ideal for examining diversity in decision-
making groups, Broad-range, macro theories of communication explain the
process as involving a source, message, encoder, channel, decoder, and re-
eever (e, Berlo, 1960). The source composes a message, encodes it into
fpeech or some other form, sends the message across a channel such as
urwaves or electronic mail to a receiver, who decodes the message into sym-
blhc form meaningful to him- or hersell. Like other broad-range theories,
hough (such as the overall model of group performance in i, 1), variations
o0 the theme are infinite and the theories as a whole are not useful for
dentifying and describing important elements of specific situations,

On the other hand, there are many narrow-range theories that de-
xribe communication in situations with diversity, such as specific cultural
steractions (North Americans with others; e.g., Gudykunst & Ting-Toomey,
I%8; Porter & Samovar, 1988; Sarbaugh, 1988; Imahori & Lanigan, 1989;
Martin & Hammer, 1989; Wiseman et al., 1989), gender (men and women
a North America; e.g., Aries, 1987; Maltz & Borker, 1982 Pruett, 1989,
Tannen, 199(); Spitzberg & Brunner, 1989), and perspectives (e.g., inter-
reronal gap; Wallen, 1973). Blakar's empirical work is at this specific level,
Wt his theory development began at the middle-range. While focused theo-
nes successfully explain the situations they are intended to describe, they
& not help us understand how these situations are similar to or different
¥om other situations where diversity is salient, The prescriptions made
Fom these theories apply only to the populations studied and could actually
Wader communiention in other situations. For example, Wallen, who ad-
fresses 0 Western (presumably North American) audience, sugpests that
pps between intentions and actual results in interpersonal relationships be
whuced through open discussions of feelings, including negative emotions.
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In cultures where face-saving is valued, such as Japan, expressing negative
emotions or open criticisms towards the receiver is not appropriate. This
behavior would not enhance cross-cultural communication between a North
American and a Japanese.

Narrowly-focused theories are appropriate within their intended
boundaries. A middle-range theory, though, with its broader level of ab-
straction, can be adapted and applied to many specific instances and
therefore helps us perceive both commonalities and differences across these
instances.

Finally, important elements of the context in which Blakar developed
his approach — families with a psychopathic member — bear striking par-
allels to the situation of diversity in decision-making groups. As in these
groups, the difficulties addressed with Blakar’s subjects concern the trans-
mission of meaning among people who have very different ways of viewing
the world. The communication problems considered adversely influence re-
lationships, people’s abilities to function cooperatively, and adaptability to
a changing environment. In addition, Blakar's perspective does not assign
“plame” for communication problems to the schizophrenic (diverse) mem-
ber of the interaction but instead concenirales on dysfunctions in the
process itself, contributed to by all members. This approach acknowledges
the potential contributions from all parties and thus provides a productive
approach for handling communication problems in diverse groups.

In conclusion, Blakar's theory of communication in terms of precon-
ditions is ideal for adaptation to the present situation. Its basic assumptions
provide insight into group functioning, its mid-range level of abstraction
allows it to be applied productively to different situations, and it emphasizes
the effects of member diversity. We will now turn to a description of the
communication theory.

To begin his research, Blakar posed the following question:

What are the prerequisites for (successful} communication, i.c., under what condi-
tions will somebody succeed (1o a reasenable degree) in making something known
o somebody else? {1985, p. 25).

Blakar defines communication as follows:

O an act of eommunication is social and dircctional (from a sender to o re
ceiver) . .. [the] sender has an intention 1o make something known 1o the
(particular) receiver, [Communication is] defined as a {sender's) intentional act o
make something (the message) known to another {the receiver) (1984, p. 33}

Blakar's definition, like the theory, is practical and identifies the elements
important to members of decision-making groups: individuals (sender)
who have information (messages) to contribute (intention) to the rest o
the team (receivers). Communication is identified as primarily a social proe
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ﬂ. ,—u“un unit of analysis is the interpersonal exchange, in effect excluding
-ul_ ) ey F
L is theory one-way lectures and other non-interpersonal communica-
tion. This emphasis corresponds to the significance of interaction processes
m the group performance literature,

Precondiiions

.ﬂ_m_,::_ argues that a theory of communication should involve the
ﬂ._nﬂ:nmroz of situational, individual, and relational preconditions. He and
_._._m associates have examined five preconditions in detail and po H,E Mn
sth (Blakar, 1980, 1984, 1985). e
o ,M..___Exi Social Reality (Situational). This is the most basic precondition.
articipants must have a common “here-and-now™ within which exchange
& messages can take place, including a shared language base and ﬁmamﬁmm-
HM:MH_UMH.M _.q.muum,ﬂ:, m_.uru: nm:u his associates test this condition by

. s of participants describe routes on maps to each other without
v.e.:m able to see each _G:E} map. The manipulation is that the two par-
”u_ﬁ_n_m have slightly different maps, u.:g communication breaks down (and

ust be restored) whenever the participants proceed on the assumption
that they ,.ﬁ?in a common reality. There is some uncertainty :?:;—u_be_
much EM..__J, must be shared for communication to be effective. At ﬁEsH
ﬂ._:..._._,._a, if participants have identical perspectives there is nothin . to co .5__:
municate :ﬁz:._:_. this is perfect communication); at :W E_:_p ]
EJ_EE_:% views of the world may be so different :Ew, have no ESEM
M..M_Muo: which to build. Nevertheless, it can be postulated that, o,,__n_"h.m:
3 (e g . " !
i3 _n_,m M”“ﬂ_wﬂﬁ”ﬁw:o_, 15 more difficult the more different participants’

: Ability to Decenter (Individual). Decentering is conceived as the op-
posite o% egocentrism in developmental psychology. It involves takin H%
prspective of the other into account. An important aspect of amnn:ﬁwq. :
:.aum:.._____ E..En ability to understand another's affect. However ann“m,
ening as a mom_.i skill involves also the ability to put oneself in :E. other's
mgnitive. position __HWE.:_::E_ 1989, 1992). Decentering is manifested in
”“_aﬂ”ﬁﬂnﬁu.:_e: by n.ﬁ.._.nzn__:m a message in terms the other will understand,

ding a message within the framework of the sender's encoding

.___A::E:__ﬂz fo Communicate (Individual). Unlike the other five ﬂ;.u
Eﬂ_.__o:m. this one has not been explicitly tested. It has been ,:E.:ﬂnm
hat _.* the _E_.:E.__:cz is not present, communication is not ._FL”._.,. :“ _4”"
&nn__d.,.n. Motivation to communicate is distinct from motivation to inte-
pite. The two types of motivation may be associated, but it is possible to
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want to exchange views with someone without wanting to combine elements
into a unified whole,

Ability to Negotlate and Endorse Contracts of Behavior (Relational),
Since interpersonal communication is an interactive behavior, there must
be some agreement among participants about how the interaction will take
place, Contracts must be negotiated, for example, on the topic of conver-
sation, the perspective taken, and the roles of the sender and receiver. The
interaction process itsell must also be negotiated, Norms of participation,
selection of a leader, conflict management mechanisms, and so on must
all be agreed upon. This negotiation-endorsement process often takes place
implicitly. Participants enter a group equipped with a repertoire of norms
learned in similar situations. If this repertoire is common to all members,
the negotiation process is simple and virtually automatic (Bettenhausen &
Murnighan, 1985). Blakar has found, though, that if the norms are not simi-
lar and a common set of norms is not explicitly negotiated, then achieving
effective communication is unlikely,

Ability tor Ateritwate Difficudties Appropriately (Relational), Communica-
tion is not always successful; that is, the other five preconditions are not
always met. In this case, communication must be reestablished by idenn-
fying the problem accurately and solving it. Both recognition of a problem
and appropriate attribution of its causes can be very controversial. In
Blakar's research program it has been found that communication is more
effective when difficulties are attributed 1o elements of the situation (eg.
“It's difficult when we can’t look at the map together”) rather than to other
participants (e.g., "You're not trying"),

This finding is supported by attribution theory, which explains how
we attribute causes of our own and others’ behavior, Whether we attribute
a problem to ourselves or to some other factor is important since it wil
influence how we behave in the future in order to solve or avoid such prob
lems. Attribution theory predicts that we tend to blame problems we
experience on elements in the situation (including other participants) rathes
than on ourselves, When we attribute problems to others we attribute them
to the person rather than to the “external” situation, In communicatios
exchanges, then, a person will tend to blame problems on the other's lack
of motivation, intelligence, etc., leading in turn to a decrease in the fint
person's own motivation and confidence (see next section). Effective com
munication is less likely in this situation. Attribution theory, then, suggess
that participants must strive not to ascribe difficulties to others’ personsd
qualities without considering other options seriously,

Confidence (Relational). The final precondition is that participants ame
confident that they share enough reality to communicate, and have conl
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dence in their own and each others’

and attribute difficulties ability

to decenter, end :
appropriately, ST

Conclusion

I'he theory of communication in

._q terms of preconditions h -
r development for two decades and has been in__-m:ﬂ_ﬁgq“_navmw__.:”“q

| : i
980, 1984, 1985; Rlakar & Valdimarsdottir, 1981; Kale & Sénmez 1 95);

Blakar et al., 1978; Hultberg et al,, 1978; Mossige et al,, 1979; Wikran et

al, d by
1978; mﬁarm.s‘a et al,, 1976). The mid-range nature of the theory, its

acti i
practical orientation on processes and negotiation of norms, and its dem-
theory ideal for adaptation into

osition follows directly fron
v th
terms of preconditions: : 3

Proposition 4, The
L more the communication reconditi
filled, (he more elfective communication will s
messages will be transmitted and received as

organizational research, The fourth
: ro
theory of communication in i

: are ful-
_z... (i.e., the more likely that
intended),

Diversity and Commu nication

Bn:.._.__..__w E_EE_E_,.:._. between member diversity and the
gy o _“u“.nowdzﬁn:qq_w ﬂa:mn_:._ﬁn the final link in this theory develop-
y e fnclors associated with diversity (pender, eulture __m”

3 ¥ ¥ *

e influence the six vari i ifi
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kading to Proposition §: aebe PrAcR,

group's ability to

Proposition . Diversity in member com
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preconditions,

For three o iti i
bl nﬂu ”_”_n. _HEEE._:_E._.mJrn_a:.__ﬁ___c:. ability 1o decenter, and con-
e Ecqaqamwrg_::.::_ﬂ.n —simple directional hypotheses can be
made person in the interaction has of these characteristics
¥

Be more | i :
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N onadtion o B5 being equal, increased diversity in mem-

Se communication effectiveness il the addition
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ivali ili decenter
{ diversity raises the group’s overall level of motivation, ability to X
.G — 0l .
or confidence in ability 10 communicate,

Of ore complex nature are the u.._E.:_:EE__ and Eu,:.__s:_.._.ﬁ_.nﬂ”“”_._””___._._ﬁ
3_.“_.__.:5 shared social reality, pegotialing norms F”__. _.___"nq__nﬂ.wh_“ a o
utin w...__._,zn___:nm appropriately. Ag stated previously, ____:_.E.__ Hﬂ_ sy
_.i__mn__ reality or norms are negotiated does _._..u. matter a i %_._ b
wm_.na_.:a:_. and attributing m._._mmn_..__.m__.:_ sﬂ__.._i..nwﬂ““_ﬁ: iﬁﬂﬂ_w s

i ties arise. Both one's initia ‘..:n_.____ : e
& .“__..”E”_.__HMu to an interaction situation are .:.._._cq._m.an by ”_.._M “.HMHME.
Vil ). that is, by the same factors that differentiate people (g s
wu”.ﬂm-”o:“_hn. etc.) _Zni that same person Eﬂ&:wﬂn nﬁ._s._ac.a__.__Muthr 2
2 3 st i he or views

i [ nd at least in part on how h : ik
nﬁw”:.nﬂ“: __.“__. M_.”Mn expects as norms for interaction. Many c_nﬂw %ﬂﬁmﬁ“ma
inw-:__ for communication may be brought to a group _.:”:“ ed by '
__“.:.Ezm the negotiation of a common framework difficult:

- i in

Proposition 5b. Other things :E_,_E.mn_c:m, the .“qn="._.””. .””n n_”M“M“__,-E

up, the larger the differences in initial views ol reality E e
bl ?.. tion, and the less successful the group will be at It o

w.wﬁﬁﬂ””ﬂ__ﬂ“:u mﬂ.,:s_ﬁ__ social reality, negotiating nOTMs, and attributing

difficulties appropriately.
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“...wm._.. member diversity. Diverse groups have more viewpoin
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posal, and thus have higher potential for performance, than homogeneous
ones do, But diversity on any dimension that influences communication
behaviors will result in differences in group members’ initial norms for the
preconditions. These behavioral differences will lead to greater difficulty
Wlfilling many of the communication preconditions, and, following the re-
lationships in the model, less effective communication, lower integration,
and lower performance,

Twa brief examples will help to illustrate this dilemma.” In the first,
two town councillors, n man (Steve) and a woman (Shawna) discuss the
re-zoning of some town land from residential use to commercial,

Sleve: The town nevds more Aoy rovenue, and we don't need this land Tor

houses, s | don't see any reason why it shoulda’t be re-zoned.
Shawna:  Yes

Steve: Besides, the company that wanis (o build here could bring more jobs,
They're talking about putiing their head oflice here, and that would
pul our lown on the map.

Shawna:

Yes, What ahout the nearby residents? Shouldn't we |
fleve: Oh yeah, they'd love it When this town geis |

their properly value will go up! And lots of them could gel groat
jobs close 1o home.

Perhaps some of them won't wan i, A lod of people moved here

Shawna:

Sheve:

support i Let's write up the recommaendation,

In this situation, Steve portrays a view of reality typical for men: he is re-
whs-oriented and status is important (o him. Shawna, on the other hand,
vants to explore the issue and consider the feelings of others. 'This is a
npical view of reality of women (Aries, 1987; Kramarae, 1990, Johnson,
B, Maltz & Borker, 1982). Shawna, like many women, tries to see the
new from others’ perspectives: she is likely to be good at decentering (Aries,
I%7). Two examples of conflicting norms of communication can be seen
n this conversation (Aries, 1987; Maltz & Borker, 1982; Pruett, 1989;
Spizberg & Brunner, 1989). The first is the use of the simple word “yes™
women lend to use “yes” to signal comprehension, while men use il to
wnal apreement. As o result, Steve is likely to think that Shawna agrees
with him even though she may not. If Steve rarely agrees with Shawna,
#atis, if he rarely says “yes” after her statements, Shawna is likely 1o think
be oot listening or does not understand what she is saying, The second
wrm illustrated is Steve's interrupting Shawna. ‘This is perfectly acceptable

Tho il the following conversilion wore rate pender aml cultural
Mlerences in perspectives and communicit b wy hive been fictionalized in

wiet 1o demonstrale many concepts in a shorl space, bul have been constructed 1o mdhere
artly fo pesearch and examples in these Gelds os cited in (he annlyses.
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in men's conversation, which tends to be results-driven, but not in women's
conversation, which tends to encourage listening to others. G_.‘ course, if
the outcome of the conversation (the recommendation and its passage
through council) does not go as either anticipated, Shawna and Steve will
attribute communication difficulties to different things. _ :
If Steve and Shawna can overcome their communication Q#En_.__.__nr
they will be able to understand each other’s views of reality and build a
common one that integrates both perspectives. This is likely 1o be a better
solution than either would develop alone: for example, :.__n. 3_5_4-__ may
convince the company to come to the town without re-zoning residential
land. Unfortunately, research evidence shows that the barriers to commu:
nication due to gender diversity are unlikely to be overcome withoul
intervention. i : /
In the second case, low staff motivation and low nE:.E_._._nE to qual-
ity is causing product quality problems in a Canadian Es::?m.:::m plant.
The manager, John, is discussing the problem in a group with two :En_
employees: Fahad, who is from Saudi Arabia, and Shirlee, who is Native
Ojibway.
John We just have 1o make people understand. We've gol 10 do whatever
it takes to change them. Where do you think we should sian?
Fabal What do you mean? We can't change them. _..A..,.x.___r.. are who they
arc and we ean't change whether or not they will work, ]
Jethi Of course we can, We just figure oul what they want ancd what will
make them work, and wo provide it lor them, as long as thaey i
ihe work, 1% preity selentille, really. . .
Fubnil: The workers may begin 10 take more care with their ,_..__:_F T
will be because they were going 1o change anyway, We d be betler
putting our effort in other areas

is i i wluct quality,
Johne Oh come on, this s imporiant. 1T we can improve pac
we'll have betier salos and more profits and we'll all be belter ofl,
right?
Falimd: Whatever will happen, will happen. |
John Hey, Shirlee, we need your inpul, oo, What do you think !

Shitlee:  Mayhe we could get logether with the warkers and find a wiy 10

et everything 1o work together again.

Cultures differ on several dimensions, including individualism, ::aﬁ...-nl
avoidance, power distance, and masculinity (Hofstede, __E.IM,. and orients
time, and nature, and assumptions about the
aature of humans (Kluckhohn & Strodibeck, 1961). The three nc._.::n- rep-
Canadian of Western European descent, Saudi Arabisa,
and Native Ojibway— differ in their orientation to nature (Adler, 19L
Lane & DiStefano, 1992). John believes humans are masters over natuse,
that it is humans’ purpose to change things in the world _“_z..._....___sn other
“whad, on the other hand, believes that
r duty to work within the

tion to other people, activity,

resented here —

humans) to their own purposes. | ( .
humans are subjugated to nature and it is thei
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ﬁﬂ_.xim...qr, Finally, Shirlee’s culture has a harmony orientation to nature:
she believes that humans' purpose is to work together with the natural
world (including other humans) to maintain a balance,

These cultural differences influence the participants’ view af reality
..a__.__= wants to change people, Fahad wants to let the problem solve ___E_w
il it was meant to, and Shirlee wanis everyone 1o work together to restore
harmony. _qu._..__:_ is likely to be less motivated 10 discuss this topic than the
ﬂ_.na..m:a in fact seems to give up with his last statement, Furthermore
E.u._n 1s probably not very confident that the Eroup can overcome any .H.u._..
munication ma_u_n_._.___ they may have, Communication norms differ here too
John jumps in to contribute whenever he has something to say (the E.cw_mu_,
must be conquered by whatever means!), and expects others to do so, too
Shirlee, on the other hand, is unlikely to want to upset the flow am .__.u.
conversation and does not speak until spoken to. If asked, Shirlee would
probably favour norms with equal participation since all views should be
8_.“_%_...3. Obviously, the three employees would atiribute the group's
communtcation difficulties 1o different things: John to Fahad and Shirlee's
unwillingness to tackle the problem, Fahad to John's unwillingness to trust
m the natural unfolding of things, and Shirlee to the two men's unwil ling-
pess to restore harmony,

Like the discussion between Shawna and Steve, this organization’s
problem could probably best be solved by the three perspectives being in-
:E....En and built upon. Perhaps the group could realize that some things
can't _“.n ..u::amﬂa. and they could work with the employees to change the
organizational environment as a whole to change other aspects of the prob-
em. The cultural diversity provides more perspectives for solving the
problem, E... poses barriers to being able to integrate the perspectives. If
% group is like most others studied, the solution they develop will be
vorse than one developed by members from only one culture alone. As
previous Hmumﬂma and the above conversations show, integrating processes
® groups are critical to realizing the potential offered by our diverse society.

MPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

The theoretical model developed here draws from approaches in
poup research, communications theory, clinical psychology, :..E.....i.:o:m_
Yehavior, and diversity rescarch, In a truly multidisciplinary manner, it in-
grates ._.au.,u =_¢_:.:=n_,§ to develop a comprehensive nu_._._.:.,.:.c_.. of
mrformance in decision-making groups with diverse members. The con-
#ptual model thus stands as a solid foundation from which to build
mpincal work examining this phenomenon, the results of which will
#engthen and undoubtedly refine our understanding of the relationships.
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To test the contextual boundaries of the theory, the relationships
should be studied in groups with different types of inherent and role-related
diversity. For each type of diversity, specific hypotheses can be made by
predicting the effect of the diverse characteristics on perspectives and on
communication behavior. Hypotheses can be tesied by observing the rela-
tionships between the type and extent of diversity and communication
behaviors, communication effectiveness, and quality of output on a com-
plex, ambiguous decision-making task,

One important goal of this work is to assist those working in groups
to use their membership more productively. Due to the demographic and
environmental trends of increased diversity and complexity, workshops on
managing diversity have sprung up in many consulting firms and organiza-
tions, Unfortunately, those who plan these workshops have little guidance
from social science research on how to design the training. The theory de-
veloped here provides a substantial base for developing these interventions,
The framewaork suggests that members of decision-making groups should
strive to improve their communication effectiveness by endeavouring to sat-
isfy the communication preconditions, The conceptual model provides
group members with information necessary to dingnose communication dif-
liculties and with knowledge necessary to solve them. The framework does
not give managers a list of specific behaviors that will lead to performance
——in fact, the application of the framework to a specific group situation
depends in part on the type of diversity — but it is more widely applicable
than such lists,

In an intervention based on the theory, group members would be made
aware of the communication process and the preconditions and of the role
of communication in group performance. As well, group members would be
provided with specific information on the effects of the type(s) of diversity
relevant to their own situation. Next, the groups would observe applicable
madels of interaction to identify and understand effective and ineffective
communication behaviors — those that do and do not facilitate fulfilling the
communication preconditions — for diverse groups. This could be accom-
plished by having them observe other groups similar to their own, their own
pre-recorded action, or professionally-prepared videos showing interaction
in groups with a similar type of diversity. The groups can then proceed o
practice appropriate behaviors, They could role play structured situations
designed to emphasize the various communication preconditions. During
this phase group members would identify patterns of interaction specific o
the group and the situation that facilitate communication. Interventions such
ns this would have a better theoretical grounding than many interventions
being conducted today, and should result in better performance in decision
making groups, especially those with high diversity,

§ ADLER, N, ), Triternay
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Self-Organization in Small Groups: A Study of Group
Effectiveness Within Non-Equilibrium Conditions

Charles Smith'2 and Debra Comer!

Dissipative sell-onganization, a thearetical lramework with roors in Physics and
biochemistry, has ofien been proposed as ng relevance to change in social
systlems. Specifically, the processes and esipn res associnted with dissipative
...._z..:..m.._..mut used 1o deseribe (e ynamics of social Eromps and
organizations, ey ly in cases wherg | khly turbulent and/or near-chaos
condifions are present, A sludy assessig the usefulness of the sell-organization
paradigm as applied 1o the small group s deseribed herein, The siy y ook place
within the conext ol » intock-like n, wherol ICCCHSArY
condition Tor self Rinignlion, a si ol turbilence, was el within
experimental groups. Based upon an approach suggested by Ackoll {198 ). the
general sell-organieation maodel served o n hypothetical ihealized dosign
sell-organizing 1k g BN nprowided g e
the presence of sl
ellectivencss among L
furbulence was mod i
usefulness of the pary
tirbulent or no sy wiihin 1he

experimenta 0wy fo voorreling wig unily witl lejtree 1owhich
Eroups developed (he Prapertics or design lealures specilied by ihe self-
organization paradigm, Consisicnl with the maosdel, fewer significan relationships
were found within ihe comparison condition between effectiveness and the
presence of sell-orpan 1o design featurey,

e i roup
| in a comparison comd
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KEY WoRrDs; sell-organization; group effectivencss; group dynamics; social

system change.

INTRODUCTION

,.___.E dissipative self-organization paradigm first appeared within physics
and E:...:o__:_a_ﬁ. in the research of Prigogine (Nicholis & Prigogine, 1977).
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