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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the hypothesis that emergent, informal leadership has a positive effect on group cohesion and member enjoyment of participation in informal small groups.  Literature is reviewed to analyze the concept of cohesion, leadership, and the interplay between these two factors in an informal group.  This hypothesis is evaluated by a survey of the unofficial Liberty University “Sword Fight Club.”  When surveyed, most respondents demonstrated a relationship between self-identification with the group and evaluation of leadership adequacy.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Addressing the interaction of leadership and cohesion requires a separate look at each subject before their interplay can be assessed.

First, the definition of leadership must be established.  According to Dr. Gloria Galanes’ article on group leadership, ‘leadership’ can be defined as “communication behavior that affects the behavior of others so that group or organizational goals can be met” (Galanes 743).   By providing direction in situations that might otherwise grow chaotic, individuals regarded as leaders are able to keep the group focused on the goal at hand.

The question that must be addressed is, “who is a leader?”  By Galanes’ definition of leadership, nearly any productive group member could be argued to be a leader.  Therefore, we must operate under a narrower definition of the term ‘leader,’ or it becomes irrelevant.

If we assume that focus is the key concept in defining leadership, then the next issue to address is how leaders must act to keep the group focused.  Individuals who concern themselves with these activities more than others could be regarded as being leaders.  Thomas Kane examined leaders’ regulation of groups, and concluded that the functional leadership theory suggests a set of activities that a leader must engage in to lead the group.  He explains, “The theory defines a dynamic and cognitive leadership process that describes leaders as surveying group conditions, using acquired information to form plans, being active to improve or amend group conditions, and monitoring subsequent group progress” (Kane 66).  This also focuses the attention of leadership on the leader as an individual member of the group.


Kane also argues that a leader’s awareness of their own process involvement can be described with Bandura’s model for self-regulation of individual task processes.  Citing Wood and Bandura, Kane explains that the concept of ‘self-regulation,’ “describes cognitive and behavioral processes that occur as individuals attempt to attain personal goals. Effective self-regulation occurs when performers develop effective task strategies, try hard, and respond constructively to performance feedback” (Kane 66).  While conceived as a measure of individual task achievement, these processes can also be applied to the functions a leader must perform in leading the group.  From this perspective, leadership can also be regarded as an individual task with implications on the group, rather than simply as a pure group-task.

Simply, the implication of the Functional Leadership Theory is that the leader must regulate performance processes at two levels: their own, and that of the group.  Unless the leader pays careful attention to their own performance of these processes, it stands to reason that they will rapidly become oblivious to changing group circumstances, and their own effect on those circumstances.  A leader ignorant of their own performance of their leadership task is thus once step away from irrelevance, a leader, “in name only,” if even that.

There is also the possibility of informal leaders: individuals who rise to fulfill leadership functions without being asked or appointed to do so.  In the article Informal Leaders and the Development of Group Efficacy Anthony Pescosolido defines an formal leader as “one who exerts influence over other group members, […] comes from the team and is chosen by the team” (Pescosolido 78).  He also proposes that “the informal leaders within a group play a key role in developing the group’s efficacy” (Pescosolido 74).  This definition of informal leadership lends itself to certain extrapolations regarding leadership within groups that are entirely informal in nature.  Although this study was based on informal, emergent leadership within assigned groups, it also applies to self-organized groups which have no assigned leadership.  Pescosolido argues that informal leaders serve three basic functions: “interpreting events for the group, setting goals, and giving feedback to other group members” (Pescosolido 74).  It stands to reason that the leaders of an informal group should be defined as ‘informal leaders;’ ‘assigned leadership’ in an informal group would by definition invalidate one term or the other.  Thus, in an informal group, the three functions named are among the primary tasks of all individuals in leadership roles: interpretation of events, goals, and giving feedback to group members.

The concept of cohesion is the other important facet of this research.  According to the article Cohesion: Conceptual and Measurement Issues by Albert Carron and associates, cohesion has long been one of the most fundamental variables in the study of small groups (Carron 2000 89).

In another article in 2004, Using Consensus as a Criterion for Groupness, Carron explains that there is a fundamental link between group cohesion and the functionality of the group.  He defines the term ‘group dynamics’ as referring to two fundamental processes of a group: ‘cohesion’ and ‘locomotion.’ The term ‘cohesion’ encompasses “activities associated with the development and maintenance of the group,” while ‘locomotion’ describes “activities associated with the achievement of the group’s goals” (Carron 2004 467).  While this would seem to place cohesion on an equal footing with locomotion, Carron then immediately argues that without group development and maintenance (i.e., cohesion), group achievement (i.e., locomotion) could not occur (Carron 2004 468).  Thus, it stands to reason that ‘cohesion’ encompasses the concepts most important when considering the quality of a given group.

The supremacy of cohesion as the key group dynamic is intertwined with the concept of efficacy, a term which must also be addressed to bridge the gap between leadership and cohesion.  According to Pescosolido, group efficacy is “the group members’ collective estimate of the group’s ability to perform a specific task” (Pescosolido 75).  In other words, efficacy is a measure of how much locomotion is occurring in a particular aspect of the group’s activities.

Despite the importance of efficacy, cohesion remains a foundational, prerequisite element to any form of group achievement.  At its most basic level, cohesion is a “group construct assumed to represent shared member beliefs” (Carron 2004 471).  Addressing the subject of social group cohesion first requires a functional definition of the terms involved.  Hogg defines the social group as “a collection of more than two people who have the same social identity – they identify themselves in the same way and have the same definition of who they are, what attributes they have, and how they relate to and differ from specific out-groups” (Hogg 251).

Building on his earlier explanation of cohesion as development and maintenance activities, Carron argues that “group cohesion” is best defined as “a dynamic process that is reflected in the tendency for a group to stick together and remain united in the pursuit of its instrumental objectives and/or for the satisfaction of member affective needs” (Carron 2000 94).  Further building on this notion that cohesion and performance are interrelated, Artemis Chang argues in the article A Multidimensional Approach to the Group Cohesion-Group Performance Relationship, “the performance-cohesion relationship would be stronger than the cohesion-performance relationship. That is, in addition to performance being predicted by Time 1 and Time 2 cohesion, cohesion at Time 2 would be predicted by performance at Time 1” (Chang 385).  Cohesion, in effect, is cyclical: by increasing performance, cohesion in turn results in more cohesion.

Technology can also play a crucial role in group organization and maintenance, and thus is involved in the ongoing process of building cohesion.  In the article Media and Group Cohesion, Youngjin Yoo and Maryam Alavi discuss the effects of different varieties of media on group cohesion.  They argue that ‘social presence’ plays a defining role in how a group uses different communication mediums.  Social presence is defined as “the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationship” (Yoo & Alavi 2).  They further argue that, “while the media condition itself will influence the degree of social presence and task participation for zero-history groups, group cohesion will have a significantly larger influence on them than media condition for established groups” (Yoo & Alavi 2).  In other words, the overall effect of a communication medium on group interaction can be influenced by the existing relationship between group members before the introduction of that medium.  If Pescosolido’s concept of efficacy’s role in cohesion is accepted, then a communication medium is likely to therefore have a positive effect on group cohesion if it can be used to increase a group’s efficacy.

The problem with discussion cohesion lies in how it is assessed.  Communications researchers for generations have used the term ‘cohesion’ to refer to several different perspectives on this crucial set of group processes and concepts.  Even if there is an operating definition of the term such as Carron’s, how can cohesion be analyzed?

Measurement of cohesion is often based upon the aggregation of responses to surveys from individual group members.  Carron and associates explain that, “Historically, the research protocol used to examine the cohesion-performance relationship has been relatively consistent across fields of study” (Carron 2004 269).  That is, in all fields in which cohesion is studied (sociology, social psychology, small group theory, leadership theory, etc), there is one general method to assess group cohesion: surveys of individual group members to assess their opinions on a variety of perceptions about the group and their own involvement in it.  Typically, these surveys measure two clusters of perceptions.  Carron presents a distillation of these concepts from large amounts of research and theorizing: 

One constellation of social perceptions each group member develops is related to the group as a totality. These social perceptions, which we labeled Group Integration (GI) beliefs, reflect the individual’s perceptions about what the group believes about its closeness, similarity, and bonding as a whole and the degree of unification of the group field.  A second constellation of social perceptions held by individual members is associated with the manner in which the group satisfies personal needs and objectives. These social perceptions, which we labeled Individual Attractions to the Group (ATG) beliefs, reflect the individual’s personal motivations to remain in the group, as well as his or her personal feelings about the group. (Carron 2000 90)

This individual tendency to stick together is acted upon in a drive to become similar to the other members of the group, especially in ways relevant to the group’s purpose and activities.  This tendency is investigated within the social-identity perspective approach to group communication.  According to an article by Marshall Poole summarizing the various perspectives on small groups, social-identity perspective “examines groups in terms of members’ sense of the social groups they belong to, their identification with these groups, the social identity they construct based on this identification, and the dynamics between in-groups and outgroups driven by social identity” (Poole 10).  Social-identity researcher Michael Hogg says, “Social attraction is a function of how much one identifies with the group and how prototypical the other person is – it is positive regard or liking for the prototype as it is embodied by real group members” (Hogg 257).  

The intersection between informal leadership and group cohesion lies within this concept of social attraction.  Hogg’s explanation of cohesion as social attraction argues for this, saying that “as members identify more strongly with the group, leadership endorsement and leadership effectiveness are increasingly based on how prototypical the leader is considered to be” (Hogg 262).  Thus, far from being merely ideal forms to which group members aspire, social identity theory posits that the “prototypical” group members are often elevated to leadership positions.  Because prototypical members are most strongly aligned with the group’s concept of the ideal group member, they are conferred “status and the ability to gain compliance from others – they appear to have easy influence over members and can be innovative. [ . . . ] This constructs in the eyes of the group a leadership persona for them that further facilitates effective leadership” (Hogg 262).

It is also interesting to note that Hogg argues that extremely prototypical group members, by virtue of their prototypicality, secure for themselves the ability to act in unconventional ways (Hogg 262).  Hogg’s argument is that the most prototypical members gain the seemingly contradictory ability to operate somewhat outside the group’s norms.  Because they are held in high esteem and trusted by the other group members, they are able to function as trailblazers who bring new ideas into the group.

What, then, is the leadership role placed upon these highly prototypical leaders?  From this social identity perspective, those individuals most likely to act in a leadership capacity are those who most thoroughly identify themselves with and through the group, i.e., those members who are most cohesive.  In the event that such a leader is not already appointed from above, as is the case with a voluntary, informal group, it is logical that the individuals who most thoroughly conform to the group’s prototypical norm will emerge as the leaders.

In summary, the relationship between informal group cohesion and leadership is cyclical.  Those individuals who are most cohesive with the informal group are regarded as, and offered opportunities to act as, leaders.  In becoming leaders, these individuals are then able to shape and direct the processes of the group towards improved efficacy, which leads to greater degrees of cohesion.

METHODOLOGY

To investigate these theories regarding group cohesion and perceptions about informal leadership, I studied the informal group at Liberty University known as the, “Sword Fighting Club,” a voluntary group that meets to engage in hand-to-hand combat with weapons known as ‘boffers.’ These weapons are constructed from PVC pipe, foam padding, and duct tape, and are used much like swords.  Various games are played with these weapons, ranging from one-on-one ‘honor duels’ to ‘king of the hill’ and ‘capture the flag’-style tactical games with large teams.

The group meets every other Saturday during the academic year, regardless of conditions; one slogan goes, “rain, cold, snow, or mud, the fight will go on.”  Typical turnout at a group meeting has grown from an initial group of 8 members when the group was formed in April 2005, to a present regular turnout in excess of 25 people.  Even one recent meeting on a day with bad weather and muddy battlefields produced a turnout of 14 die-hard fighters.  For purposes of this study, the definition of the ‘group’ will be limited to those individuals who make a regular effort to attend, and have participated in three or more Saturdays of combat.  This limits the results to 16 ‘regulars’ at the most recent group meeting.  Individuals with lesser degrees of attendance will be referred to in this paper by the commonly used term ‘newbies.’

Though the group has existed for 6 months, there has never been any move to formalize its structure or appoint any officially designated leader.  In general, decisions are made via group consensus, with any member being able to bring a subject for discussion as long as they are loud enough to make themselves heard.  Prominent examples of such consensus-derived decisions include the “no-headshot rule,” arrived at after one member went to the hospital for X-Rays.  Most of the ‘rules’ are not codified in writing, but are rather the norms of the group’s behavior.  These rules, such as “pull your hits,” or what to do upon being struck, are demonstrated at the beginning of each meeting, for the training of each meeting’s batch of newcomers.

Most subjects for these consensus-derived decisions in any given meeting are related to activities during that particular meeting.  Such decisions may relate to whether a given weapon is ‘legal’ (a term used in this context to mean the weapon is ‘safe’, i.e. properly padded, taped, and not excessively heavy or likely to cause lasting harm), or what game type to play next.  New norms may be formed as well, which carry over to future sessions; one such recent decision was whether or not a shot to the foot is a legal hit on the leg.
Though the group has no formalized leader, certain members are generally recognized as being in charge to some extent.  Nearly all group members surveyed identified Zach Smith and Josh McGraw as being the group’s leaders.  This is likely attributable to their roles in founding the group during the spring semester of 2005, but there may also be some degree of social identity theory’s ‘prototypicality’ at work in their universal acknowledgement as the leaders.  In the event of impasse on group decisions such as what game to play next, or whether a particular ‘hit’ was a ‘legal shot,’ the group members readily defer the final say to those they recognize as the leaders.
The study method was a survey distributed at a meeting of the group.  The survey consisted of several questions with a 1-5 Likert scale answer system, and a few short answer blanks.  Participants were instructed at the top that a response of 1 was equal to “not at all,” while a response of 5 was equal to “very much.”  The only other instruction was to not sign the survey, as anonymity was a key concern.  If participants were afraid of having negative survey results held against them, that fear might have undermined the accuracy of the study.  By allowing participants to answer anonymously, the concerns of peer pressure and fear of repercussions were eliminated, improving the integrity of the responses.

The survey’s first question dealt with the respondent’s number of times participating in the group, to separate the answers of newcomers from those meeting this paper’s definition of ‘regulars’ (3+ times in attendance).  After this, the survey questions were as follows:
Likert scale questions:

· To what extent did you feel free to speak up in the group?

· How well do group members support each other and show acceptance of individuals?

· How concerned do group members seem to be about relationships within the group?

· How much do you consider yourself to be a part of the group?

· How satisfied are you with your own role and level of participation in the group?

· How adequate do you feel that the leader/leadership of the group is?

Short answer questions:

· What do you feel are the most effective parts of how the group operates?

· LEAST effective parts?

· Who do you believe to be the leaders/leadership of the group (list as many as apply)?

· If you could change anything about the way the group is lead, what would it be?

· Share any other thoughts (suggestions, criticisms, etc) on the group’s functioning?
RESULTS OF STUDY METHOD
When tabulated, the results for each question were as follows:

· To what extent did you feel free to speak up in the group?
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This question reveals that, at least among individuals who regularly attend, 9 of the “regular” group members feel that they are able to speak completely freely, while the remaining 7 respond nearly as strongly or in the middle ground.  In fact, the results are nearly the same when the surveys of non-regular participants are included, but that is outside the bounds of this paper’s topic.  Many of the short-answer comments addressed this point, citing “good communication” and “anybody can speak up” among the most effective parts of the group’s operation.
· How well do group members support each other and show acceptance of individuals?
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This question deals with member perception of overall group cohesion, and responses were even more markedly favorable.  The vast majority, 11 of the 16, felt that the group was extremely supportive and accepting of individuals.  Further underscoring the subject of member cohesion were several comments on the short answer portion of the survey: one respondent wrote that the group’s most effective aspect was “group spirit and loyalty, feeling of unity, brotherhood, and unique belonging.  RESPECT.”  Other such comments included, “Everyone gets to participate, therefore everyone is accepted to an extent,” “A lot of respect for each others’ opinions,” and “a willingness to constantly help newbies.”  The most amusing, and perhaps most indicative, response addressed the overall subject of cohesion throughout the group: “A group of people who can beat other with pipes without hard feelings afterwards MUST have a pretty effective relationship.”
· How concerned do group members seem to be about relationships within the group?
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This question concerns perceptions of the value the group places on maintaining intragroup interpersonal relationships.  The vast majority of respondents, 10 of 16, felt that the group had significant concern for relationships, with only 2 respondents rating the group “2” on the scale.

In a voluntary activity group such as the Sword Fight Club, interpersonal relationships are everything.  The game itself requires strong interpersonal relationships to keep the group together.  This is, again, illustrated by the response comment saying that the intragroup relationships must be pretty effective to not have any hard feelings after hours of “beating each other with pipes.”  Nowhere is this better illustrated than the individual who accidentally stabbed another in the nose and sent his bloodied victim to the hospital for x-rays: they are now friends, and after a brief sabbatical, the one who caused the injury returned to the game.  After his return, a group member quipped, “What’s a little profuse bleeding among friends?”
Responses to this question may also be influenced by several external factors.  This may include the number of romantically involved couples among the regulars (4 couples as of this writing).  Another major factor may be the other activities shared by group members (tabletop role-playing game groups involving multiple members, common interest in science fiction/fantasy literature and TV/movies, videogames, etc).  These ‘geek’ hobbies may be evidence of a higher the level of cohesiveness within the geek community at large.  Going through pre-college life with interests outside the mainstream often deprives geeks of large quantities of social interaction.  Suddenly finding a large group of people at college with similar interests may make an individual willing to do whatever it takes to remain cohesive with that group, for fear of losing this newfound social dimension of their ‘geek’ interests.
·  How much do you consider yourself to be a part of the group?
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This question concerns the members own self-identified cohesion with “The Group.”  Self-identification with the group appears to be a factor of time spent involved: most of the “3” responses had attended 3-4 times, while all of the “5” responses indicated attendance at 5 or more events.  This idea is further supported, though not verified as a certainty, by the newbie responses, which split between “2”/“3” and “4”/“5” almost evenly.  The trend suggested by this data is that as one continues to attend, one identifies more and more strongly with the group.  Comments such as “Greatest group ever! Whooo! (sic)” from one survey respondent are indicative of the general attitude expressed through the survey and other group means of communication.
· How satisfied are you with your own role and level of participation in the group?
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Observational experience reveals that individuals who remain a part of the group longer take on larger roles within its operation.  For instance, several long-time members have begun holding their own practice sessions on off-weekends, inviting large numbers of their friends to attend, or training classmates and roommates in combat techniques.  Interestingly, when surveyed, these newcomers perceived the people who invited them to be among the group’s leaders.
The overall trend evidenced is that members determine their own level of involvement.  In the absence of an official structure for member activities related to the group, each member is essentially free to do whatever they feel is in the spirit of the group’s activities and common objectives.

· How adequate do you feel that the leader/leadership of the group is?
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It is interesting to note the comments in relation to this question, as it was followed by fill-in-the-blank questions seeking to determine who the respondent perceived to be the group’s leaders, as well as the open ended question, “If you could change anything about the way the group is lead, what would it be?”  More than one individual surveyed replied that the “horde as a democracy” was the group’s leadership.  In many cases, individuals who responded “3” or “4” to this question also gave a lower response to the question addressing how much they considered themselves to be a part of the group.  Several of them also cited some dissatisfaction with Zach Smith’s individual participation as a fighter, rather than as a leader, accusing him of using “god-mode” (not taking a legal hit, or even ignoring it outright).  As Zach was one individual most universally acknowledged to be a leader within the group, his individual performance in combat was perhaps seen as a reflection on his leadership qualities.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The informal flat structure and nominal, often voluntary leadership roles in the sword-fight group make it a unique environment for testing several other potential areas of the individual subjects of leadership and cohesion.

In leadership subjects, it would be interesting to evaluate the function the female group members serve in a combative, male-dominated sport.  Additionally, though Zach and Josh have surfaced as leaders, is that truly due solely to combat and tactical expertise, or do their roles in initially organizing the group serve to keep them in power?  There are other individuals in the group who display similar levels of ability in swordsmanship or squad command, yet are not regarded as “leaders” by the group as a whole.  Analysis of the factors involved in these leadership positions would be enlightening.

Further, on the subject of cohesion, the varied survey responses suggest several possible avenues of further inquiry.  What caused some members to mark low responses on group self-identification?  Are those factors related to combat skill, how similar they are to the rest of the group in other areas, or some other factor?
In fact, further work could be done to study the intersection of cohesion and leadership within this particular group.  Of particular interest is the relationship between low reported self-identification with the group, and lower regard for the adequacy of the group’s leadership.  While the data collected in this study yields this as a possible subject of further study, it does nothing to shed light on which factor causes the other, or if some third factor contributes to both.
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APPENDIX: SAMPLE SURVEY

How many times have you participated before today?

1
2
3
4
5+

To what extent did you feel free to speak up in the group?

1
2
3
4
5

How well do group members support each other and show acceptance of individuals?

1
2
3
4
5

How concerned do group members seem to be about relationships within the group?

1
2
3
4
5

How satisfied are you with your own role and level of participation in the group?

1
2
3
4
5

How much do you consider yourself to be a part of the group?

1
2
3
4
5

What do you feel are the most effective parts of how the group operates? ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

LEAST effective parts? ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

LEADERSHIP

How adequate do you feel that the leader/leadership of the group is?

1
2
3
4
5

Who do you believe to be the leaders/leadership of the group (list as many as apply)?

___________________________


____________________________

___________________________


____________________________

If you could change anything about the way the group is lead, what would it be?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ANY OTHER INPUT

Please share any other thoughts (suggestions, criticisms, etc) on the group’s functioning:

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

























































