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Task and Instrumentation Variables as Factoro Jcopard:aing
- thé Validltv -of Published Group Communication Research
- ! 1970-1971 ) -

The basic objective of empirical research in speeah communication is-

1’to acquire knowledge about the communication process.r Researchers who- are
act1ve1y engaged in the pursuit of this task are often divided on the question

: of. how best to achieve it. Is it better to concentrate research effort on 7j7
generating theory and hypotheses or shou1d problems of method and measure;'

ment precede experimentatzon’ Recent critics of the sma11 group fie1d have

advised researchers to give precedence to theory over method This paper is

written as a response to that position and -is based on- the followzng thesis-

P1acing measurement ina secondary role increases the danger of accepting

7the methods available to study it. A few of the critics find "socialypsy-c:? ;;ff

7*chology methodology" inappropriate to a "communicationfg mphasis,z but for R,

the most part they agree that the methods used are rigorous. Bormann:

refers to this as. "the paradox of sma11 group research"'7sophistica§edf
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) allegiance to problems, and prOJection of the researchers subJectlve 1nsights.,,’

/

methodology coupled\w1th barren results.8’ Mortenson believes that the lack

of a- communication emphasis in small group research can not be attri-, - 775

buted- to unsuitable methodology.gf Gouran suggests that statistical pro-
cedures often interfere with the determination of significant research
questlons.lo; And McGrath and Altman contend that there has been an "over-

emphasis -on procedures and ‘an underemphasis on theory "11 )

These reports have served to place measurement and methodology in a ,'i

secondary position. The small group researcher has been adviscd to "allow :

back into the formative stages of research the forces of intuition, 74

Then, let methodological rigor enter..ff"12 7 ;:;' ': :~5,;1’;:»,’?;ﬁf1ii it’f'

groupiresearch Therefore, it was assumed that a majority of thc published

research would either measure or manipulate communication behavior.,'Witd,this,ihgl{
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These collective in51ghts and recommendations,glve the impression that




l R m1nd, the following question was asked" Is there a class of var1ables which
t

contributes significantly to variation in group communication behavior and ] S :

: ;; 7 is often left uncontrolled and unmeasured’ ?,; B ;=f;} {f'f_{*a 57"u57 o . f:

f:;, i;, N 7 The interactionist position in social psychology states that two classes 7

t» o of variables affect behavior': the individual character1st1cs of the subJect

: and the environmental (physical and social) character1st1cs of the situationf%é i :1
} E 7 Put another way, who a person 1s and what he is asked to do (or where he is)

g | _ 7 4A1nteract to accounL for most of the var1ation 1n h1s behav1or. Since vital

7 . ind1v1dual traits of group participants are usuallyeithercontrolled (e g

;1;97 o all males, all females, all college sophomores, etc ) or manipulated (e 8. :f;? , : : ;

’;ff group composition studles), it scemed more des1rable to investigate'the:';irrjf' S ?} é'

communication research. Each;oflthese studies collected data for the —ffr,fiff'f' .




only three reports actually man1pulated independent variables. T ,’11 . 7 i

mé’7{ ) '7The evaluation of the published research was guided by three questions.i:

.
|

f—(lf' Does the published research indicate any areas of general agree-

Loy

) ment about what should be measured’

~ (2) 7Does the published research clearly report an unbiased estimace -

ool T T ,;of experimental effects’ ﬂr;

(3):'Are the depcndent variables rellably measurcd9 %EZJ

?’Investigation of’the first question led to the comparison of the stated };
object1ves or purposes of the study.: The second qucstion revolved d1rectly

around how tasks were utilized in the sampled stud1es.' This included how theri— : 7?;f

_.——\

task was defined whethcr it was controlled or umnipulated and 1ts poten- 527:

- The third"qucstion necesS1t te'
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d1f£ered dractically in approach and completely in measurement of the verbal 71 =

- - T

acts. Three other stud1es (two by Leathers and one by Larson) vere. s1milar; ';717 ) g

Z - :,: each was designed to compare the verbal behavior under one set of conditlons nt;rr ) - 'é;:;
- w1th the verbal behavior under another set of conditions.i Once egain, both,frff;' 7 : Vlr:gjjf
investlgators used different dependent var1able weasures. In fact there iei': ) ;, : fﬁa

’were seven d1fferent measures of verbal behavior used in these*seven studies; 7 o 7:7

Five of the eight studiesiemployed instruments developed by the authors '?1777
(F1sher, Stech tno by Leathers, and McCroskey,xet gl ) None of the instru-’iif; I "%

) ments had previously appeared in published research by other 1nvestigators.—;7’“

Since only the McCroskey and Wright 1nstrument ‘was factor analytically derived;"

[l

7 there appears to be little chance that the others'will receive any general

77jf;related questions-'i(l) Howisimilar were thertask assignments,across the 77




: Burgoou required his groups to reach consensus on a national proposition.

the literature, the Goldberg Mus1c Ranking Task. ‘Leathers}'two:studies

) and the one by McCroskey and Wright employed "campus-oriented“ problems.

Bostrom assigned a different top1c to each of th1rt groups, but the topics ;7’7”

. were not provided in the article. Larson gave "similar task assignments"

' to his groups, but the only 1nfotmation presented was that following dis-ff

- cussion, each group had to "present a written and oral report focusing on;gft“

a problem wh1ch concerned them" ) Fisher reported that the ten groups in,:;

his study discussed "decision-making tasks".r In the Fisher study, two
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7 Several important weaknesses -are evident in these task definftions. ;

First therc is no- clear distinction made between the different types of

tasks being used fncept for the formal restriction offered by Stech it -
is implicitly suggested that the results of these studies can be extrapo- o B
7’7‘ lated'to task-oriented groups in general This raises the question of ]
whether data collected in groups assigned decision-making or problem’solving
tasks is comparable to data collected in groups assigned d1scussion .asks.: ;g

The experimental literature suggests that they are not comparable.i Hackman

: has produced the clearest conceptualization of task differences.23 He con-iffﬂ

tends that tasks can be differentiated on the basis of "the kinds of cognitive .




= 7 C In three of these stud1es the task 1s 1nappropriate1y used within ther

—}; - experimental design On the bas1s of the 1111nois task type research

i 771 i'f Hackman concluded that "un1ess tasks are appropriately he1d constant counter;
Y 7 balanced or sampled throughout -an’ experimental design, a rea1 poss1bi1ity
i,’;: 7 o exists that the resu1ts of a study may be seriously confounded with unintended

task effects.'f?0 In the Fisher, Bostrom, and Larscn reports there is no

- : a 7 indication that the tasks have been held constant, counterbalanced or adequately

7 sampled No estimate of tnSk effects 1s given. The potent1a1 for _error -

i ’TVE’* 7 Avariance attributable to task differences exceeds minimum confidence 1evels

and the stated conslusions of'these studies may be seriously questioned

re considered Any one of them might “have" ontributed 7:7i;:?,iiif,:f;:}1 g o 7?




vided evidence that the d:mensionﬂ of - his ranking task were representative

’of the dimcnsions of ranking tasks in general WLthout such ev1dence the 7-i' B
. - ) 2
1mp11cations should be restricted to one task rather than one k1nd of task

Six of the other seven- investigators also disregarded a priori task

7dimensions. Only Burgoon considered a task qua task property, “he pretested

,'his discussion t0pic for familiarity.jfi—,f'iir:.; o ik hij;r'?:fli

D1d the tasks used in these "task—oriented" sma11 group studies produce

. E E ; ;77,

Fi—r ] ) "an unbiased estimate of experimental effects° Th1s 1nspection of the types

’ of tasks used and the ways in which they were used reveals that ::}:';:771’~ B

£;~17f% S i,f' (1) There was 11tt1e srmilarity between investinator, in terms of the ',7 i .-
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Reliability Measurement K

This report deals directly with the issues surrounding the degree of

‘confidence which _can bc placed in small group resnarch In stud1es Wthh

utilize observer measures of interaction, confidence depends at least

partially on the reliability of the measuring 1nstrument. Six of the

x

eight sampled studies based their conclusions on observer measures of

communication behavior. One of the other studies was designed to produce

a new measure of interaction behavior. Tab e II presents a summary of

7} the reliability reports which appeared in these seven studies. Included

are the dependent variable, the number of coders, the reliability estnnate,
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Stech's presentation is more complete, but even less satisfactory. ‘In
1 their appraisal of interact1on scoring and re1iabi1ity problems, Waxler

7 and Mishler present evidence that scoring procedures substantially affect f

f’j:f’rz score distributions.' Th ir data suggest that studies of sequential inter-

i action should use- act-by-act measures of re1iabi11ty.34” ir a study

the reader is- deprived of the information necessary to asscss the va1idity 7

:;5 of the findings.« St°ch reports that a "re11abi1ity check" was made between
7 the investigator and one otber coder on one of the five transcripts, but
that a11 of the coding was done by the investigator., Several questions

are raised by these proccdures' Why was only one of the five transcripts b
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to one'another two: at a. time. Again the reader is not - informed of whether
the aata were marginal or act-by-act distributions. It is known that raters
made several o *3td judgments. It is also known that the Berg instrument
'contains only a few categories. Given this information, an act- by-art
f :‘ 7 S B - estimate would be the preferable measure - of agreement, since marginal pro-
| portions could represent markedly different sets of acts.r
Leatherd two~studies and the McCroskey and Wright 1nvestigation employed
7very similar instruments., In fact, nine of McCroskey and Wright s thirty
scales were taken from Leathers LFRI’,, Altnoug1 raters in both studiesr

f used similar procedures, making interval scale Judgments of individual verbal

:‘;messages, the investigators utilized verrfdifferontrmethods of reliability

" es imate. McCroskey an

fWright appliediHoyt

agreement are not comparable to measures ofrtest reliability.r Therefore,

?%behavior in these studies, the follow1ng is concluded°—{”r

§5;111e Vifattention to estimating observer agreement or instrument reliability. Four"=

:iof the studies failed to report the methnd of computation employed even

,in footnote.':

s analysi :of variance methodf{:”

(l) Reports of reliability are not a crucial consideration in thc o

- fiublication of small group research. Only one study gave more than minimal §

£
s




TN

e following recommendations seem appropriate-?"—i'rf*ff o

(2) Investige.tors. who use category systems do not report the types
of comparisons for which agreement estimates are provided There is a
,substantial difference,between category-by~category correlations and act- 7
by-~act correlations. Tt was'not‘clearywhich method mas being used by these

recearchers.

(3) Although investigators usually report high levels of agreement
77 among “coders, there arc few reports of high instrument reliability. In only
one case is it nade clear that more than "a few" coders have used the instru- )

ment., Without such ev1dence, the reliability of the instrument remains in

doubt .

thodologically igorous and SOphlStlcated Examples -

{rva i ty suggest instead a- relative,devaluation of measurement’as a problem

Investigators can decrease the possibility of unwanted error by taking greater lf

7 care in selecting and using tasks. If only one task is used, generalization

should be highly restricted If multiple tasks are used they should be counter-

balanced and the pOssibility of task differences should be,measured. Taskiqua,; :'

jj}(l) The task variable is always a stimulus in small group research «;:i{;':
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taskrproperties should also be'méasured,isince they may interact'with inde-
pendent variables under investigation. ’ihis'entremeAcare is necessary
because, asiHoffman warns; "the common practice'of;not‘identifying theiproblem :
usEd...deprives,the researcher ofﬁa,great'deal of important and necessary |
-infermation for his understanding of the experiment reported n37 |

(2) Reliability reports should be more complete and ‘more accurate. g
Presently, almost any{means of,computing reliabilityior agreement‘appear to
be acceptable. This shouldrnot be,true;VhBothfactéby-act and categorykby-

category- coefficients should be reported “s0 that readers “can make more

‘raccurate judgments about the validity of the results. Waxler and Mishler

;emphasis on theory.; Sincev"allrtheorizing—i basedegn some sort of data

u397

' ;and all data gathering involves some directiir if only by implicit theories

é - it would be most advantageous to at least recognize the interdependent nature 77
- of the two. A }'if R
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Table I: Flogl'shect of Sample Small Group Research Published in Speech Monographs 1970-71.

Author - Issue

. SuRaoT - I8SEE - Purpose - . Task Conclusions
Fisher, B. Aubrey, ",..to discover the No specific task information given - "This study demonstrates that the I
SEEech Monographs, natugse of the inter- Groups studied were similar in that: interaction patterns of task behavior ‘
March 1970, action process .across (1) Group goal was to achieve follow a consictent pattern of
’ . time leading to group concensus; (2) Group successfully- progression across time as groups
B . concensus on decision- | accomplished its task. However, time make decisions..." (p. 65) i
. making tagks" (p. 54.) required to solve the decision making

"...to discover patterns |tasks varied from 25 min. to 30 hours. - - i
- of verbal task bchavior" i i - . ha |

) (p. 54). - : R oo : o o ) o
- Leathers, bale G., ",..to measure the (l) Ss played money game with a - "The- reaults...provide empirical support N
: Spcech Monographs, effects of,,.trust - partner in-which they were told that for the need-to . build trust among
August 1970. destruction on the winning was based on their ability to { discussants...The discussant may be well
small group communi- communicate. (2) Ss participated in advised to pay as much attention to the
cation process" 1 hr,-discussion of "what action(s) trust building potential of his message
(p. 181). if any, should be taken by UCLA- to as to such traditional performance ~ 1.
: o ’ better identify with the Black- student standards as acceptable evidcnce and’
B - - S * - ['union." (3) -Ss were given 1 week to * -|-sound reasoning" -(p. 187);
) _ . , - . { prepare for discussion. -1 . -
Stech, Ernest L., "...to investigate the ",..to rank fourteen types of music ...discussion -groups working on.at
~  Speech Monographs, dcgree of structure in _ |-in the order. in which the average "least one-kind of task-do exhibit a .
November 1970. one kind of discussion- |American factory worker would prefer fair degree of predictability." B P’ -
- ’ : task,..to-detect the ‘them" (p. 249). - - ""Some ‘types of tasks undoubtedly lead )
N - degree-of -distr ibutimal ) - . .- __}to much-higher degrees of structure - -

- “sequential -structure. ;,, LT T ©_ - -7 |-than others..." - “The-data_ “indifcate
“[in-group -discussion !:';; The B e e ,that there is some- degree of. P
- concerning a: ranking - i

- = % Bostrom,-Robert-N.; ;- 110 describe'group r,to,éié; RE R
- -7 Spezch ‘Monographs, ‘communicative- patterns and after a-twelve minute preparation . ,than hefreceives...and to send more i
November 1970 ‘| by? (1) Comparing: ) ‘period; digcussed the topic for forty to -:a_few.persons rather than the group -

- | theoretical possibili-
_Jties-to-actual behavior
JECAR Find “the- comunica
) tive “act: freqtie cies;

“whole™- (p. 261 ; o

who ‘sénd3 more_than-he receives is.,. - ‘.

- |-more-satisfied-with the- ‘discussion” - . ° o

than the. member who receives more than-
-h

minutes" (p. 254). - =

T nafgoai, ;ichael S To test the proposition A 30 minute discussion of the proposi-— ’

y smount of existing conflicting N
- Speech™ Monographs, that "people-with- Jtion: = "The current civil. “defense- :information will mediate- e.raluation L F g
. June 1971. S  |different ‘levels of = program -ghould be-overhauled, " Task of the t:ask" (p. 124) z -

.- tolerance for- ambiguity was _chosen-on- the ‘bagis that-(1)- Ss-
—* Jreact differently ‘to .= “|were relatively unfamiliar with it,

- “|havingzto ‘pProcess. “land(2)" 1ssue-was_contr ersial
) conflicting information o enough t insure discus or

_Jto arrive aL‘ group = B - -
=T sus"->(p.- 121) S * : :
- Larson, Charles A To compare the verbal - "All groups had similar task assign- N ,...when a lcader (emergcs in a group). B
* Speech Honographs, behavior of initially - meénts:. They were agked to- -prepare- . _. _the overall group_ attention span-is Dot _
: August ‘1971, — leaderless, task- - --| and presentra written and oral- report extended and_ the -group-is. able to v )
_ N - B oriented-groups- in which which- -focused -on. a: problem which - -~- concentrate its discussion on single . % -
.- . - a-leader has clearly. - - concerned them" (p 178). 5. 7 |'{deas for longer'period £ time" T ==
, ~ . _ - |emerged with the same=~ '}~ -- - = 7 RS (pp 180-181). N RS
- L - . - ] type-of groups, inwhich N ",—' . N T T . 1
- o U leader ‘has emerged. ~f~ -~ . - S I R 105
- - - S AL —— i S A
"~ Leathers, Dale 6., To test for the direc- Refers to dfscussion in pilot work as "The confirmed relations..;.ps between g
Speech Monogrephs, tion qualities and degree problem-solving discugsions" (p. 182) specific levels of abstraction and b
. August 1971, . * |of disruptiveness of - |Ss had two-weeks to prepare for an - | facetious and specific feedback N B
) - ST feedback associated with[80 minute discusaion on: "What actions, qualities in problem-solving discussions ;I
o - - - la_specific kind of - {if -any,-snould UCLA take to work -~ - |-are determinant interactions" (p. 189), § R -
o - L= - |message yariable. closely ‘with the Reagan Administration?" [ - .~ . - - = o *
- McCroskey, _James ’c;', To develop an- instrument A 30 minute discussion on- what should "The 1.B.M,- .. .can.be uged-by E
. and Wright, David W.,{ for" ‘measuring small _ |-the university do about parking in = -evaluators...with the expectation b B
Speech. Honoh'raphs, group-communication - - the campus area? .2 _ = 7 | that the factor structure-in the Ea
NoVember 1971 which“would-allow™ . - T . - 7 -lresulting data will ‘be- essentially i
. . - |parametric- statistical SeiT o T T fthe " (ps 339). - B b -
: analysis. . o . =




"+ Table II:-

Experiments

Reliability Estimates and Methods of C

omputation for Eight Selected Small Group

Author -

Dependent

Variable

ﬁo. of Codersii

. Reported )
Reliability’

;Methqdiqf .
- Computation

F;sher -

Fisher's Original |
‘Category System. | "minimally 7
o » - | trained coders" -

| @ 5.

Not: given,

VUsed

> .86 jagreement).

l"several checks"
(p. 55).-

“ Leathers-
!1970)

Leather's Feed-
back Rating
rInstrqment{:

1. Two “carefully
- trained coders"
,i‘(p; 185);ef:

From .31;56’.89’
| on the 9 scales.

1Peardn§'?toduct-

| Moment . .

stech

'Catogory system
specifically -
-designed for

,the ranking taskrr
d.-

{i§0ne' the investi-ri?%;%i*

gator. T T

72:iﬁRank Order

fcorrelations

ibetween investi- .

Bostron

=
=
<

:;Berg 5. Time-i IR
§§Devoted-To-rf R
- Themes Instru- e

:>5;857for1three
separate tests.,;

Bottie oy W N

o n el S

- ’Two "carefﬁlly

~-trained judges"
(P- 186)

iy

Exceedediprevxously,

- established cri- -~

teria. (Leathers, S R

1970)’7;; -

Pearson £
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,1Behavior *,;
Measure my
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“ienced. raters.'
Rep11cated by -

7 f; 064 tO 092 for :
T each scale. -

| twelve: ‘graduate i':f';fr
:',, student raters.ﬁ N

“Hoyt and Guilford's
ANOV Procedure, -
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7 ,"—Group," Journa1 of Communication, 21, 1971 136 149

in Pszchologz (New York McGraw-

- Footnotes'

J.E. McGrath and I. Altman, Small Group Research' A Synthesis )
and Critique of the Field - (Vew Yor™: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, N

_1966) T - 7 . -

Ernest G. Bormann,:"The Paradox. and Promise of Small Group
Research " Speech Monographs, 37 1970 211 216

Dennis Gouran, "Response ‘to 'The Paradox and Promise -of Sma11
Group Research' " Speech Monooraphs, 37 1970 217- 218,

- C, David Mortenson, "The. StaLus of Sma11 Group Research " . . . :
g guarterly Journal of speech 56 1970 - 304- 309. LT L =T - .

—

—Car‘ E. Larson, "Speech Communication Research on Sma11 Groups,' "o
7_pecch Teacher, 20 1971 89 107 - )

B. Aubrey Fisher, "Communication Research and the Task Oriented

. L]
— —
1
T L
L]

- The-Stimulus-Determinants o Be avior (NewL
1963) :

——— ! "
RO Lo

3
7Marvin E fshaw, 'SocialéRsychologjiand;Group?Process,";inaf;;ifif’j;% T 7% -
J. B, Sidowski (Ed.), Experimental Methods’ -and- Instrumentation RS - -

Hi11?21966)




l7., Karl Weik, "Laboratory Experimentation with Organizations
in J. C. March (Ed.), Handbook of Organizations, (Chicago'
Rand McNally, 1965) -

18. These are: Edgar Borgatta, "Some Task Factors in Social

) Interactions," Sociology and Social Research, 48, 1963, 5-12;
C. Morris, "Task Effects on Group Interaction," Journal of
Personality and Social: Psychology, 4, 1966, 545- 554' and Bruce

Tuckman, 'Group Composition and Group Performance of Structured -

- - - and Unstructured Tasks," Journal of Egperimental SOcial Psycho-
©o logx 3 1967 25~ 40 S

Morris, 545 554

These eight studies: comprised a complete sample of all of the
original small group research published 4in Speech Monographs,
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