
Preface

In order to understand what it means to communicate successfully in groups,
students must develop both a foundation of communication skills and an un-

derstanding of the key elements critical to achieving group success. I wrote this
book to provide a framework for learning these necessary skills in a way that em-
phasizes the uniqueness of each group and each individual within the group. Suc-
cessful group communication starts with strong relationships. This text
emphasizes the necessary skills in building and maintaining these relationships in
order to problem solve and make decisions—that is the essence of group work.

When we look at the dynamics of small-group communication, it is easy to
see why it can be a challenging topic to teach. Experience in groups is what stu-
dents need, yet this takes time. Until they get this experience, it is up to the
teacher to provide them with the conceptual foundation and introduce them to
the skills necessary for understanding and implementing successful group com-
munication. This text will help with these teaching challenges.

I had three main goals in writing this text:

• Accuracy This book is the result of many years of facilitating, research-
ing, and teaching in group communication. It is important to teach our
students skills that are based in research from both the field of communi-
cations and other related disciplines. This book places a clear emphasis
on teaching skills first but also ensures that those skills are based on solid
research.

• Simulation of the group experience To describe and explain group
communication concepts, this book uses realistic examples to help stu-
dents get inside what group work is really like. In addition to examples, I
have provided dialogues of interacting groups so students can “watch” the
group process unfold. Both types of examples will help students distin-
guish between effective and ineffective group communication practices, as
well as help them identify the practices they wish to adopt to improve
their group interaction.

• A structured approach I have defined group communication in terms of
five key elements that can be used to evaluate group effectiveness. These
elements—group size, interdependence of group members, group identity,
group goals, and group structure—are introduced in Chapter 1 and inte-
grated throughout the book in the boxed feature Putting the Pieces Together.
This framework allows students to place new information and skills devel-
opment into a larger context.
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Approach

The title of this book, Communicating in Groups: Building Relationships for Effective
Decision Making, speaks to two fundamental components of group interaction:
building relationships and making good decisions. In this text, students will dis-
cover the unique dynamics of group communication, the essential skills that lead
to success, and the group roles, tasks, and processes that pave the way for effec-
tive group work. By examining groups from each of these viewpoints, students
come to understand the dynamic capacity of each group and learn to treat each
group as a unique communication opportunity. To be competent in group com-
munication, as this text emphasizes, students must learn to identify each group
situation as unique, assess what skills are needed, and effectively apply the appro-
priate skills and procedures. In essence, the goal of this text is to provide a tool-
box from which students can draw in any group situation—whether planning a
function with a social club on campus or participating in a task-oriented group
project in an academic or business context. To start this process, students must
first become aware of their own communication in groups and the ways in which
it can be improved to enhance group dynamics. The emphasis here is on critical
thinking, skills assessment, and practice.

Features

This book contains a number of features to enhance student learning:

• Putting the Pieces Together boxes The five core elements in defining a
group are used as a structure for evaluating group effectiveness. The five el-
ements are group size, interdependence of members, group identity, group
goals, and group structure. These elements are introduced in Chapter 1 and
integrated in every chapter as a special feature so that students become more
aware of how communication inhibits or facilitates group success.

• Skills grounded in a solid research base The best advice for communi-
cating in groups is drawn from group research and theory, which has identi-
fied the most effective processes and results for group interaction. Thus the
skills presented and suggested in the text are research based. For example, in
Chapter 3, the stages of group development are used to help students under-
stand the life cycle of groups and the ways in which communication differs
in different stages. Functional theory is used as a framework in Chapter 8 to
evaluate decision-making procedures. And situational leadership is used in
Chapter 10 to help students identify and compare leadership styles and
choose the most effective style for a particular group situation.

• Extensive use of realistic examples In addition to describing what is
happening in groups through the use of extensive examples, this text pro-
vides transcripts of group dialogues so students can see the communica-
tion process unfold. Group dialogues also provide an opportunity to
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suggest and test different communication approaches. Using the dialogue
examples in this way can help students analyze how the group’s conversa-
tion might have proceeded differently if alternative communication strate-
gies were employed.

• A wide range of group types The text speaks to students’ experiences by
providing information about a wide variety of groups including family and
social groups, work teams and high-performance task groups, civic and
community groups, and discussion and decision-making groups. Whether
students’ experiences are with groups that are formal or informal, personal
or professional, task-oriented or relationally oriented, they need commu-
nication skills to build and maintain relationships that support effective
problem solving and decision making.

• Three types of pedagogical boxes emphasizing skills development
• Evaluating Group Success: This boxed feature provides students with the

opportunity to use an assessment technique to determine the influence
of their own communication style on the eventual success or failure of
the group. This feature is designed to help students understand their
stake in and responsibility for group effectiveness.

• Mastering Group Skills: Throughout the text, this feature helps students
isolate skills critical to group interactions, analyze them, and then use
information from the analyses to adapt or change a group communica-
tion skill.

• Skill Builders: Integrated throughout the text, these boxes give students
an opportunity to test, develop, and practice their group communica-
tion skills through exercises and activities.

• Other in-text learning aids
• Skills previews: At the beginning of each chapter, there is an overview

for students about which skills they will be learning and practicing in a
given chapter.

• End-of-chapter summaries and discussion questions and exercises.
• Glossary.
• Extensive list of references for further study.

Revision Highlights

This second edition has a number of revisions to benefit students:

• Updated research The literature has been thoroughly updated, drawing
from recent communication and interdisciplinary group research.

• Skills development The text provides a stronger emphasis on skills de-
velopment while continuing to draw from a contemporary research base.

• Emphasis on accessibility Theoretical language is simplified and clari-
fied with clear and succinct definitions and examples throughout the text.
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• New chapter on communicating in diverse groups This coverage was
formerly combined in the relationships chapter. With this revision, there
is expanded coverage and a stronger emphasis on developing skills to ad-
dress issues of diversity.

• New chapter on assessing and implementing decisions This empha-
sizes the distinction between the communication skills needed for making
decisions and those needed for assessing and implementing decisions.

• Streamlined coverage This reduces redundancy and increases the em-
phasis on skills, practice, and application.

• New appendix on creating and delivering group presentations This
appendix identifies group presentation skills and provides advice for stu-
dents who have to give group presentations as class assignments.

Organization

To provide a foundation, Chapters 1–4 describe basic communication concepts as
they apply to groups or teams. By increasing their abilities to effectively send and
receive messages—which, in turn, create the group’s structure—students accom-
plish the first step in achieving more effective group participation. Chapters 5–7
focus on the communication processes among group members, the processes
upon which group relationships develop and are maintained. These chapters as-
sist students in becoming more competent group communicators capable of es-
tablishing and maintaining relationships with diverse group members. Chapters
8–11 address decision making, problem solving, leadership, and conflict manage-
ment—both as interaction opportunities and interaction problems that are a reg-
ular and dynamic aspect of group interaction. Increasing students’ skills in
decision making, problem solving, leadership, and conflict management will help
them maximize their group interaction efforts.

Despite the extensive research on group interaction, there is no blueprint for
group success. What works in one group situation may fail in another. Thus Chap-
ters 12–13 cover meeting management, facilitation skills, and techniques for pro-
viding feedback to the group. Whether in the role of leader or member, students
should be able to facilitate their group’s interaction to help the group stay or get
back on track. Armed with specific principles, procedures, and feedback tech-
niques, students can make more informed choices about how to help their group.

Instructors’ Resources

To assist in teaching with this text, I have updated the Instructor’s Manual. This
manual includes the teaching philosophy that was a foundation for this book, syl-
labus examples for the group communication course, methods of obtaining feed-
back from students about the course and their learning experiences and
expectations, chapter-by-chapter teaching resources and exercises, a chapter-by-
chapter test bank with both objective and essay questions, and suggestions for
term-long group projects.
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A website (www.mhhe.com/keytongroup2) has additional information for
both instructors and students. For example, instructors can review recent contri-
butions to the group communication literature and find other resources for teach-
ing the course. Students can find information about and links to groups portrayed
in the media, as well as links to the type of groups in which they regularly partici-
pate. The website is regularly updated with new features and content.

Acknowledgments

Perhaps you find it odd that a book about group communication is written by a
single author. I can simply tell you that’s not the case. Four groups supported me
and helped me see this book through to completion. My first “group” of support-
ers never came together face-to-face; they existed as a group only in my head.
Nonetheless, this group provided the foundation for how I think and feel about
group communication. Paying off a debt is difficult. But I would like to think that
I’ve done so partially by completing this book. Many ideas presented in this book
originated in my classroom experiences with Steven C. Rhodes, Western Michi-
gan University, and Victor D. Wall, then of The Ohio State University. I owe my
love of groups to these two men. Before Steve and Vic, however, two others gen-
erously mentored me: my high school journalism teacher, Ron Clemons, who ini-
tiated the spark of learning and writing; and my boss at the Federal Reserve Bank
of Kansas City, Nick Santoro, who recognized my analytical ability and provided
me with opportunities well beyond my level of education and experience. Thank
you. Although these men have never had a face-to-face conversation, they have
met many times as a virtual group in my head, providing me with guidance
through some difficult writing days.

As with the first edition, thanks also to my “life helpers” faye smith and Jeff
Solomon. Their friendship, support, and encouragement are most meaningful.

Third, I was fortunate enough to have a group of excellent reviewers for the
first edition who pointed out problems, identified difficulties with examples, and
so on. I applaud the following scholars for helping me: Carolyn M. Anderson,
University of Akron; Dale E. Brashers, University of Illinois; John O. Burtis,
Kansas State University; Elizabeth M. Goering, Indiana University–Purdue Uni-
versity Indianapolis; Michael E. Holmes, University of Utah; Michele H. Jack-
son, Florida State University; Bohn D. Lattin, University of Portland; Michael E.
Mayer, Arizona State University; Mary B. McPherson, Boise State University;
Renée A. Meyers, University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee; Marshall Scott Poole,
Texas A & M University; Barbara Eakins Reed, Wright State University, and
Matthew W. Seeger, Wayne State University. Reviewers who assisted with this
second edition include Carolyn M. Anderson, University of Akron; Adelina M.
Gomez, University of Colorado; Scott A. Myers, Creighton University; Christo-
pher Pudlinski, Central Connecticut State University; Tim Sellnow, North
Dakota State University; Sheila J. Sullivan, Mississippi State University; and
Paige Turner, St. Louis University.

xviii Preface

key2686x_fm  11/26/01  10:57 AM  Page xviii



Preface xix

Finally, thanks to the McGraw-Hill book team led by Holly Allen, my origi-
nal sponsoring editor. Thanks also to Jen Mills, Tom Briggs, Carole Crouse, Elisa
Adams, Susan Breitbard, Emma Ghiselli, and Alex Ambrose.

And, thanks to my girls, Maggie and Sally. I could never bake enough dog
cookies to match the love and affection you share.

key2686x_fm  11/26/01  10:57 AM  Page xix


