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Introduction

The objective of this essay is to analyse how the group of 37 students who attended
the first residential of the MBA program for group 12 functioned as a group. The
residential was held from the 26™ to the 30" of June 1998 at the Allson Klana Resort
in Seremban, Malaysia

While conducting the research for this essay, | realised that there is considerable
controversy as to what a group is. Just as there is no one definition of the term
“group”, there is also no universal agreement on what is meant by the term group
dynamics (Luthans, 1998). Group theories generally agreed that group processes are
complex and that various approaches can be used to explain the functioning of
groups. In this essay, | would just discuss the group’s stage of development, its
cohesiveness, its norms, and how the group communicated, managed conflicts and
made decision. Though | acknowledge that this approach may fail to do justice to
the complexity of understanding how group 12 functioned at the residential, it
cannot be avoided because of word constraints and a lack of objective evaluation
tools. It should aso be noted that my observations and interpretations of the events

described may be subjective and could be distorted by my perceptual biases.

The Group's Stage Of Development

Before | begin, | think it is important to first briefly describe the stage of
development of the group as groups behave differently at different stages of their
development (Brown, 1988) and has much influence on the group processes
observed. Various theories proposed that groups behave differently at different
stages of their development. From the mid - 1960s, it was believed that groups
passed through a standard sequence of five stages. forming, storming, norming,
performing and adjourning (Tuckman, 1965, as cited by Johnson and Johnson,
1994). However, Robbins (1993), pointed out that studies of more than a dozen field
and laboratory task force groups confirmed that groups don’'t develop in a universal
sequence of stages. It takes time for relationships to develop.
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| would describe the group at the residential as in its formative stage of
development. Uncertainty was at its peak - we were uncertain about the group, its
gods, and our place in it. Many of us experienced some tension, anxiety, social
unease and stiffness that are associated with getting acquainted with each other.
Some were restrained, shy or nervously outspoken, wondering who everyone else is
and what it is like spending time together, while others were excited and more

confident.

Cohesiveness Of The Group

Group cohesiveness has been varioudy defined as the degree of attraction group
members feel towards one another and toward the group (Beebe and Masterson,
1993), or the degree to which members are attracted to one another and are
motivated to stay in the group (Robbins, 1993). Based on these definitions, my
observation of the group’s cohesion was that it varied at different times. This was
similar to Johnson & Johnson's (1994), study of groups. They argued that group
cohesion is constantly changing because different members are attracted to the group
to different degrees and the same member’s attraction to the group will vary at

different times.

One explanation for this could be the size of the group. Because of its large size,
interaction with all the members was more difficult, as does the ability to maintain a
common goal. Not surprising too, the students began forming informal sub-groups
or cliques among themselves. The creation of such sub-groups within the main group
tends to decrease overall cohesiveness (Robbins, 1993). | agree with Beebe and
Masterson’'s (1993), observation that if the students are free to choose their own
sub-groups instead of being assigned to them, a stronger sense of cohesiveness will
more likely develop in the group. This could a so be the reason why out of the 7 sub-
groups assigned by the ingtitute as study groups, non remained unchanged by the end

of the residential.
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Another explanation could be that there was a lack of a common task goal for the
group which requires a high degree of positive interdependence among the students.
For example, students could be given group assignments whereby al members will
receive the same grade. | noted that even though the focus on work groups has been
incorporated into the MBA curricula, the pedagogy was aimed at the individual, as
was illustrated by the higher number of individual assignments that the students are
required to do throughout the two year program, compared to group assignments.
Consequently, people may bring different levels of commitment or concern to the
group, thus affecting the overall cohesiveness of the group (Beebe and Masterson,
1993).

The Group’s Norms

Norms are generally defined as the “oughts’ of behaviour in a group (Luthans, 1998)
and thus are the basis for mutual expectations amongst members (Brown, 1988). As
a member of a group, we desire acceptance by the group and are susceptible to
conforming to the group’s norms. However, as Beebe and Masterson (1993), have
pointed out, people are more likely to conform to norms that are not ambiguous.
This was what | observed in the group. There was a relatively high degree of
conformance to the group’s norms that were clear, such as, not smoking in class,

members dressing, members’ attitudes towards time, languages used, etc.

There are various explanations for why people conform to norms. Brown (1988),
explained that people have a rather general propensity to change our attitudes and
behaviour so as to bring them into line with others around us. Festinger and others
(cited in Brown, 1988), suggested that three main motivations are at work when
people conform to norms:. the need to depend on others for information and to test
the validity of our own opinions; the achievement of group goals which is facilitated
by a uniformity of goals; and the need for approva arising out of not wanting to be

seen as different. These explanations could be more so for a group of Malaysian
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because, regardless of ethnicity, we generaly are group oriented and our spirit of
collectivism is often more important than individualism (Asma Abdullah, 1992). At
the very least, as Johnson and Johnson, (1994), have suggested, people conform to

group norms as it is arequirement for continued membership in the group.

How The Group Communicated

Groups could not exist without communication. Communication, as Johnson and
Johnson (1994), has stated, is the basis for al human interaction and is a prerequisite
for every aspect of group functioning. It is aso the driving force that moves groups
toward their goals (Beebe and Masterson, 1993). However, it is much more than the
exchange of words. It is a complex process and in a multi-cultural society like
Malaysia, effective communication extends a step further to mean the ability to
correctly perceive the cultural nuances accompanying the spoken and unspoken
words. Because Maaysia is so culturaly diverse, communication is done at three
different levels - intracultural, intercultural and cross cultural, each having its own
unique code and pattern of interaction (Asma Abdullah, 1992). Hence, this made it
even more difficult to draw inferences on how the group communicated from mere

observations.

Nevertheless, for a group to be effective, it must facilitate open communication,
develop a co-operative group climate and promote equal participation in the
communication process (Johnson and Johnson, 1994). Based on these prerequisites
used for determining how effective the group communication process was, my
inference is that we may not be quite there yet. My inference was based on my
observation that members were not participating equally, nor were we very open
with our communication. Group discussions were sometimes dominated by a few of

the more outspoken members.

One explanation for this could be the group’s norm. Norms can have a powerful

influence upon communication within the group (Johnson and Johnson, 1994). As
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there was a relatively high conformance to the group’s norm of “saving face” and
maintaining group harmony, giving of frank negative opinions which could
undermine harmonious relationships and threaten group solidarity was often avoided.
Another explanation could also be because of our cultural norms and expectations.
Malaysians are generaly not very direct, candid, open nor expressive in
communicating feelings and ideas to others (Asma Abdullah, 1992), especialy when

we hardly know each other at the residential.

Y et another important element in interpersonal communication is the credibility of
the sender. In the Malaysian context, credibility may be equated with the sender’s
authority, status and expertise (Asma Abdullah, 1992). The role of age - as age is
often associated with seniority and experience, is also another factor. Therefore, due
to our cultural conditioning and acceptance of authority, those who are in higher
status or those with the expertise (e.g. the lecturers), are often expected to

contribute more in group discussions and brainstorming.

How The Group Managed Conflicts

Under the best of circumstances, in any situation that involves more than one person,
interpersonal differences are bound to arise which may lead to conflict. During the
residential, some group work which required the group to resolve conflicts were
included. As an example, there was an exercise whereby the group of students were
divided into three sub-groups and were told by Dr. Yiannis Gabriel that he has got a
mug to give away. The task was to determine who among ourselves will get the mug
but the decision has to be unanimous. What emerged from my sub-group was the

following:

Regarding the task, some members disagreed on how it should be approached. We
were split into those who were uncertain how to begin and those who were eager to
start. Members were aready approaching the task from different directions. Some

were hesitant about the approach, while others were ready to decide what to do.
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After much time spent on what | perceived to be trivia, we finaly decided one of us

will collect the mug and we will take turns to keep it for a month each.

My interpretation of this event was that members did not fully acknowledge nor
address conflicts within the group. Some members did chalenged each other but
then backed off. You can tell there were differences of opinion and that they did not
agree. However, in spite of these disagreements, group members eventually gave in
to a group decision. There may be severa explanations for the way the conflict was

managed in the group.

Firstly, as we were relatively new to each other, members were exceedingly polite
and were holding back, though subtle messages of disapproval and disagreements
were communicated. The group’s norms of maintaining group harmony and “saving
face” could aso have inhibited the expression of conflict, even though it was
present under the surface. Yet a more likely explanation could be the very manner
we Malaysians handle conflicts. As Asma Abdullah (1992) has observed, thereis a
tendency for Malaysians to handle conflicts either by reaching a compromise or

avoiding it altogether.

How The Group Made Decisions

As the effectiveness of a decision depends on how effectiveness is defined, | will
focus on the how the group made decisions rather than evaluate the effectiveness of
our decisions. Using the earlier example (used in conflict), | observed that all three
groups could not come to an unanimous decision within the specified time. In my
group, there was a pattern of alternating between relatively long period of inertiaand
dramatic burst of activity. Members spent lot of time in unstructured exploration
both as a group and between one student and another. However, when we were
made aware of the time left to make the fina decision, the debate was very quickly

closed and the decision made.
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Several factors could have influenced the decision making process observed. One of
the factor could be that the process could have been strongly influenced by the social
and cultural values of the group members. Many Malaysians till hold the view that
decision making should be entrusted to someone based on his age, knowledge and
power (Asma Abdullah, 1992). Though al members participated in the discussions,
the final decision was that of those who were perceived to have the authority (either
age, status or expertise) as their views are not likely to be challenged by those who
are relatively “less authoritative”. As explained earlier, the way that conflicts were
managed in the group could also be another factor in explaining the decision making

Process.

The lack of group maturity could be yet another factor. According to Johnson and
Johnson, (1994), in the maturely functioning group, all members participate and are
influenced by each other according to the expertise and information each possess.
Unfortunately, group members need time to develop into an effective decision
making group. As it was, | believed the group did not have enough time to develop

enough maturity to function with full effectiveness.

Conclusion

It was not easy making sense of how the group of students at the residential
functioned as a group. As Johnson and Johnson (1994), have pointed out, different
explanations could be applicable to the same event and often, there is more than one
plausible explanation. Nevertheless, | hope this essay has provided some insights of

how the group functioned, abeit, from my personal perspective.
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