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10. Culture of the capacity to influence or PERSUADE large public 

 

10.1 Problems characteristic of teamwork and group decision making: Group 

decision making is a type of participatory process in which multiple individuals 

acting collectively, analyze problems or situations, consider and evaluate 

alternative courses of action, and select from among the alternatives a solution or 

solutions. The number of people involved in group decision-making varies greatly, 

but often ranges from two to seven. The individuals in a group may be 

demographically similar or quite diverse. Decision-making groups may be 

relatively informal in nature, or formally designated and charged with a specific 

goal. The process used to arrive at decisions may be unstructured or structured. 

The nature and composition of groups, their size, demographic makeup, structure, 

and purpose, all affect their functioning to some degree. The external contingencies 

faced by groups (time pressure and conflicting goals) impact the development and 

effectiveness of decision-making groups as well. 

In organizations many decisions of consequence are made after some form of 

group decision-making process is undertaken. However, groups are not the only 

form of collective work arrangement. Group decision-making should be 

distinguished from the concepts of teams, teamwork, and self managed teams. 

Although the words teams and groups are often used interchangeably, scholars 

increasingly differentiate between the two. The basis for the distinction seems to be 

that teams act more collectively and achieve greater synergy of effort. Katzenback 

and Smith spell out specific differences between decision making groups and 

teams: 

 The group has a definite leader, but the team has shared leadership roles 

 Members of a group have individual accountability; the team has both 

individual and collective accountability. 

 The group measures effectiveness indirectly, but the team measures 

performance directly through their collective work product. 

 The group discusses, decides, and delegates, but the team discusses, decides, 

and does real work. 

GROUP DECISION MAKING METHODS 

There are many methods or procedures that can be used by groups. Each is 

designed to improve the decision-making process in some way. Some of the more 
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common group decision-making methods are brainstorming, dialetical inquiry, 

nominal group technique, and the delphi technique. 

BRAINSTORMING. 

Brainstorming involves group members verbally suggesting ideas or alternative 

courses of action. The "brainstorming session" is usually relatively unstructured. 

The situation at hand is described in as much detail as necessary so that group 

members have a complete understanding of the issue or problem. The group leader 

or facilitator then solicits ideas from all members of the group. Usually, the group 

leader or facilitator will record the ideas presented on a flip chart or marker board. 

The "generation of alternatives" stage is clearly differentiated from the "alternative 

evaluation" stage, as group members are not allowed to evaluate suggestions until 

all ideas have been presented. Once the ideas of the group members have been 

exhausted, the group members then begin the process of evaluating the utility of 

the different suggestions presented. Brainstorming is a useful means by which to 

generate alternatives, but does not offer much in the way of process for the 

evaluation of alternatives or the selection of a proposed course of action. 

One of the difficulties with brainstorming is that despite the prohibition against 

judging ideas until all group members have had their say, some individuals are 

hesitant to propose ideas because they fear the judgment or ridicule of other group 

members. In recent years, some decision-making groups have utilized electronic 

brainstorming, which allows group members to propose alternatives by means of e-

mail or another electronic means, such as an online posting board or discussion 

room. Members could conceivably offer their ideas anonymously, which should 

increase the likelihood that individuals will offer unique and creative ideas without 

fear of the harsh judgment of others. 

DIALETICAL INQUIRY. 

Dialetical inquiry is a group decision-making technique that focuses on ensuring 

full consideration of alternatives. Essentially, it involves dividing the group into 

opposing sides, which debate the advantages and disadvantages of proposed 

solutions or decisions. A similar group decision-making method, devil's advocacy, 

requires that one member of the group highlight the potential problems with a 

proposed decision. Both of these techniques are designed to try and make sure that 

the group considers all possible ramifications of its decision. 
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NOMINAL GROUP TECHNIQUE. 

The nominal group technique is a structured decision making process in which 

group members are required to compose a comprehensive list of their ideas or 

proposed alternatives in writing. The group members usually record their ideas 

privately. Once finished, each group member is asked, in turn, to provide one item 

from their list until all ideas or alternatives have been publicly recorded on a flip 

chart or marker board. Usually, at this stage of the process verbal exchanges are 

limited to requests for clarification—no evaluation or criticism of listed ideas is 

permitted. Once all proposals are listed publicly, the group engages in a discussion 

of the listed alternatives, which ends in some form of ranking or rating in order of 

preference. As with brainstorming, the prohibition against criticizing proposals as 

they are presented is designed to overcome individuals' reluctance to share their 

ideas. Empirical research conducted on group decision making offers some 

evidence that the nominal group technique succeeds in generating a greater number 

of decision alternatives that are of relatively high quality. 

DELPHI TECHNIQUE. 

The Delphi technique is a group decision-making process that can be used by 

decision-making groups when the individual members are in different physical 

locations. The technique was developed at the Rand Corporation. The individuals 

in the Delphi "group" are usually selected because of the specific knowledge or 

expertise of the problem they possess. In the Delphi technique, each group member 

is asked to independently provide ideas, input, and/or alternative solutions to the 

decision problem in successive stages. These inputs may be provided in a variety 

of ways, such as e-mail, fax, or online in a discussion room or electronic bulletin 

board. After each stage in the process, other group members ask questions and 

alternatives are ranked or rated in some fashion. After an indefinite number of 

rounds, the group eventually arrives at a consensus decision on the best course of 

action. 

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES  

OF GROUP DECISION MAKING 

The effectiveness of decision-making groups can be affected by a variety of 

factors. Thus, it is not possible to suggest that "group decision making is always 

better" or "group decision making is always worse" than individual decision-

making. For example, due to the increased demographic diversity in the workforce, 
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a considerable amount of research has focused on diversity's effect on the 

effectiveness of group functioning. In general, this research suggests that 

demographic diversity can sometimes have positive or negative effects, depending 

on the specific situation. Demographically diverse group may have to over-come 

social barriers and difficulties in the early stages of group formation and this may 

slow down the group. However, some research indicates that diverse groups, if 

effectively managed, tend to generate a wider variety and higher quality of 

decision alternatives than demographically homogeneous groups. 

Despite the fact that there are many situational factors that affect the functioning of 

groups, research through the years does offer some general guidance about the 

relative strengths and weaknesses inherent in group decision making. The 

following section summarizes the major pros and cons of decision making in 

groups. 

ADVANTAGES. 

Group decision-making, ideally, takes advantage of the diverse strengths and 

expertise of its members. By tapping the unique qualities of group members, it is 

possible that the group can generate a greater number of alternatives that are of 

higher quality than the individual. If a greater number of higher quality alternatives 

are generated, then it is likely that the group will eventually reach a superior 

problem solution than the individual. 

Group decision-making may also lead to a greater collective understanding of the 

eventual course of action chosen, since it is possible that many affected by the 

decision implementation actually had input into the decision. This may promote a 

sense of "ownership" of the decision, which is likely to contribute to a greater 

acceptance of the course of action selected and greater commitment on the part of 

the affected individuals to make the course of action successful. 

DISADVANTAGES. 

There are many potential disadvantages to group decision-making. Groups are 

generally slower to arrive at decisions than individuals, so sometimes it is difficult 

to utilize them in situations where decisions must be made very quickly. One of the 

most often cited problems is groupthink. Irving Janis, in his 1972 book Victims of 

Groupthink,defined the phenomenon as the "deterioration of mental efficiency, 

reality testing, and moral judgment resulting from in-group pressure." Groupthink 

occurs when individuals in a group feel pressure to conform to what seems to be 
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the dominant view in the group. Dissenting views of the majority opinion are 

suppressed and alternative courses of action are not fully explored. 

Research suggests that certain characteristics of groups contribute to groupthink. In 

the first place, if the group does not have an agreed upon process for developing 

and evaluating alternatives, it is possible that an incomplete set of alternatives will 

be considered and that different courses of action will not be fully explored. Many 

of the formal decision-making processes (e.g., nominal group technique and brain-

storming) are designed, in part, to reduce the potential for groupthink by ensuring 

that group members offer and consider a large number of decision alternatives. 

Secondly, if a powerful leader dominates the group, other group members may 

quickly conform to the dominant view. Additionally, if the group is under stress 

and/or time pressure, groupthink may occur. Finally, studies suggest that highly 

cohesive groups are more susceptible to groupthink. 

Group polarization is another potential disadvantage of group decision-making. 

This is the tendency of the group to converge on more extreme solutions to a 

problem. The "risky shift" phenomenon is an example of polarization; it occurs 

when the group decision is a riskier one than any of the group members would 

have made individually. This may result because individuals in a group sometimes 

do not feel as much responsibility and accountability for the actions of the group as 

they would if they were making the decision alone. 

Decision-making in groups is a fact of organizational life for many individuals. 

Because so many individuals spend at least some of their work time in decision-

making groups, groups are the subjects of hundreds of research studies each year. 

Despite this, there is still much to learn about the development and functioning of 

groups. Research is likely to continue to focus on identifying processes that will 

make group decision-making more efficient and effective. It is also likely to 

examine how the internal characteristics of groups (demographic and cognitive 

diversity) and the external contingencies faced by groups affect their functioning. 

10.2 Developing the skills of facilitation and mediation in groups: Friends and 

family members often ask us, "So, tell us what you do again? It has to do with big 

meetings, right?" 

The question is also a good one for dispute resolution professionals today, as more 

and more mediators are being asked to do facilitations, and there are important 

differences between mediation and facilitation. 
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So, what is facilitation? According to Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary, 

"facilitate" means "to make easier." 

That is what facilitators do: We make it easier for people to accomplish whatever 

goal their meeting may have been called for. More specifically, we help people 

think in terms of interests, not positions. According to common definitions, by 

statute or otherwise, "facilitation" is: The use of a third party neutral to help multi-

party work groups accomplish the content of their work by providing process 

leadership and process expertise. 

A Pre-Conflict Process 

This emphasis on "process" is probably the most defining difference in mediation 

and facilitation. In many ways, facilitation and mediation are similar, but in the 

most elementary way, they are drastically different: Facilitation is primarily used 

pre-conflict or at least pre-crystallized conflict. 

Think of facilitators as holistic physicians. We encourage people to call us in 

before any conflict has crystallized, to help avoid the conflict and have people 

work collaboratively toward their common goal. That doesn't mean there isn't the 

potential for conflict, or that pockets of conflict haven't already erupted. Although 

facilitation can be used in conflict situations, and therefore belongs on the conflict 

continuum, an important characteristic of facilitation is its use as a preventative 

measure. 

Facilitators oversee the organization and progress of meetings to alleviate as much 

tension as possible so that people can get past their individual agendas and get on 

with the group work that needs to be done. Facilitation is a transformative 

experience, both for the facilitator and the facilitated. We have watched 

stakeholders entrenched in their positions change from obstinate advocates to 

cooperative collaborators in a matter of months. It is as gratifying and exciting as 

mediation, and has an extra benefit, the fact that you, as the facilitator, have the 

ability to assist folks in avoiding any conflict and just getting their work done. 

One essential element of facilitation is its involvement with groups, small or large, 

and their processes, whether they are public in nature, such as a government 

agency, or strictly private concerns, such as a corporate board of directors. In this 

regard, facilitations can range from a one-time board retreat to a public policy 

gathering of governmental, civic, advocacy, business and geographic or ethnic 

parties that meet over several months or years to accomplish its task. 
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Similarly, the size of groups can range from as small as five people up to several 

hundred. That a facilitator is working with groups, and not individuals, creates 

distinctive dynamics, in that each type of group must be handled differently, and 

the convener(s) of each group may have different expectations of the facilitator. 

This in turn calls for unique skills and tools in consensus building. 

Group 'Memory' 

One extremely important aspect of this chapter of the facilitation is the keeping of 

the group "memory." This generally consists of keeping notes of the group's 

activity on a flip chart, which is important both during and after the meeting. 

During the meeting, it provides a visual confirmation that the views of each 

speaker are being heard and considered by the group. After the meeting, it provides 

the basis for the meeting report. 

The flip chart can be maintained by the facilitator or a second person, which can be 

especially useful if the group is large. If the recording is done by a second person, 

though, it is important that the facilitator and recorder think similarly enough that 

the record-keeping is in sync with the focus of the group process. 

Using a flip chart is an art in itself that must be learned and practiced. At 

minimum, though, it must be: 

 visible to all members of the group; 

 maintained simultaneously with the group's thought process; 

 accurately reflect the language of the group members, and 

 typed and copied for the members by the next meeting as the flip charts 

appeared. 

Group Maintenance 

The facilitator must facilitate group maintenance. Several techniques and skills 

come into play here. 

One is "gate keeping," that is inviting people to speak, keeping others at bay, etc. 

Another is "harmonizing," or calming the group, reducing tension and emotions, 

and pointing out the feelings of the group or of a participant. 

Facilitators bring attention to how a group is working, a task that must be done 

delicately, usually with suggestions for a different process, or for opening the 

discussion to suggestions for a different process. This could also just be a "heads 

up" that the group has moved away from its stated discussion item and a discussion 

of whether it wants to continue forward or go back. 
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Tips For Debriefing a Facilitation 

 Start anywhere in the group and go around to each person from there 

 Each person can say whatever they want without censorship of any kind 

 No one should reply to anything that is said 

 A time limit should be set for each person (we suggest l-to-1.5 minutes) which 

should be announced and enforced by the facilitator 

 Anyone can "pass," or decline to say anything 

 At the end of the debriefing, those who passed should again be asked if they 

want to say something 

 People can have more than one turn to speak, but only with the permission of the 

group 

 At the end of the debriefing, the group can decide on when to address the issues 

raised 

 Points raised in the debriefing should not be put on the flip charts unless the 

group so instructs the facilitator 
 

 


