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FACILITATING ACTION BY OVERCOMING
GROUP MULTIPLE PERSONALITY DISORDER

BY BOB

“Insanity in individuals is something rare—
but in groups, parties, nations and epochs,

it is the rule”
—Friedrich Nietzsche

u re you frustrated by meetings
that drag on and on, with groups

repeatedly revisiting difficult issues and
failing to make decisions? Do managers
or team members eventually take
actions that aren’t based on consensus
or approved by the larger group? If so,
here’s what to do about it.

Group Multiple Personality
Disorder

A major problem with teams is that
they sufter from what I call group mul-
tiple personality disorder. 'm not refer-
ring to a psychological condition but
to the reality that groups are literally
composed of many difterent persons
with different personalities, each with a
history of different experiences and
perceptions. Because of this “disorder,”
it’s especially difficult for a team to
get the best information from each
individual and arrive at consensus for
action. The result is that the lowest

TEAM TIP

In your organization, do the people
with the loudest voices or highest
status consistently push through
their own agendas? Nominal group
technique, as briefly described in
this article, is one way to ensure
that everyone in a group has an
opportunity to contribute to
decision making. The link
|http://creatingminds.org/tools/ngt.htm|
gives one overview of the process.
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How to Do It?

Groups can use the facilitation
approach described below to improve
processes, as well as to develop orga-
nizational values, purpose, vision, and
strategies. Briefly, for process improve-
ments, it breaks problem solving into
phases that determine problems,
causes, actions, and action priorities.
Within each phase, there’s an initial
divergent step to generate ideas, an
intermediate step to evaluate the
ideas, and then a final convergent step
to decide on the best ideas (i.e., to
rank them).

The generation step uses the
nominal group technique to produce a
wider variety and quality of inde-
pendent ideas than produced by
brainstorming. The evaluation step
allows inquiring about and advocating
for ideas; it avoids arguing about
them. The decision step consolidates
ideas and reveals consensus.

With this process, a group alter-

common denominator ideas rise to
the top, not the best ones.

What to Do About It?

Conflict in groups is a good thing; a
major strength of teams is that they
can tap different perspectives. We
need conflict—just not too much or
too little. The quality of decisions is
less than optimal when conflict is
either too low or too high. At the
low end, we have groupthink, where
no different views are considered. At
the high end, we have continuous
contlict, in which we never identify
common ground.

Because groups face their greatest
challenges when addressing situations
that are complex and difficult, a deci-
sion-making process must allow indi-
viduals to be both assertive and
cooperative. We want those with
strong opinions to express them while
encouraging input from others and
promoting mutual understanding.

PROCESS IMPROVEMENT PHASES
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This sequence of divergent and convergent phases allows individual input and efficiently finds the
extent to which there is group consensus.
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nates between a nominal mode for
idea generation and an interactive
mode for idea evaluation and decision
making. (The term “nominal” means
non-interacting; that is, a group is
only nominally a group during the
idea generation step.)

Process Phases

This process may seem overly detailed
and constraining, but it’s actually lib-
erating and energizing. It frees partici-
pants to hear and contribute
competing ideas without fearing
they’ll get into battles or become
trapped in endless debate from which
they’ll emerge exhausted, either with-
out a decision or with a decision that
they’re sure doesn’t have consensus.
Note that in each phase there are
generate, evaluate, and decide steps
(see “Process Improvement Phases” on
page 6).

Here are the phases for improv-
ing processes:

e Identify Problems: The group lists,
evaluates, and ranks problems.

e Identify Causes: For each of the
top problems, the group lists,
evaluates, and ranks problem causes.

e Identify Actions: For each of the
top causes, the group lists, evaluates,
and ranks actions to address each
problem cause. This step also includes
examining possible unintended conse-
quences of different courses of action.
e Prioritize Actions: With actions
identified, the group prioritizes
actions using an “Action Priority
Matrix” (see discussion of this tool on
page 8).

A subsequent process is to use
project management techniques to
develop and track plans for who'’s
going to do what, by when, and with
what level of quality.

The Wheel of Learning

The steps within each phase follow
the “Wheel of Learning,” which
describes the sequence for eftective
learning (see “Wheel of Learning”).
Divergent thinkers reflect to identify
problems, systems thinkers connect
ideas to generate solutions, convergent
thinkers decide on solutions to imple-
ment, and implementers carry out
actions to correct problems.

WHEEL OF LEARNING
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Unless a group values the different styles and learns to move around the wheel, it gets stuck. This
learning wheel concept shows up in many fields. It’s behind Deming’s PDCA loop, the Shewhart Cycle,
Boyd’s Air Force tactics’s OODA (observe, orient, decide, act) loop, and Fisher and Ury’s

“Getting to Yes” Circle Chart for Generating Options.

Each of us tends to favor a style
on the wheel. Unfortunately, people
with different styles tend to drive each
other crazy. For example, reflecters
never want to stop thinking about
what the problems could be, and sys-
tems thinkers love to connect ideas.
But doers just want to get on with it
and bridle at what they perceive as
endless discussion. While these differ-
ences are a major source of conflict,
groups need participants of all styles
for effective learning, that is, to keep
the group “moving around the
wheel” by passing the baton to those
with the needed style at the appro-
priate time.

One group I worked with had
no members whose self-assessed pri-
mary style was “deciding.” Conse-
quently, they did not have an eftective
decision-making process; that is they
could only make decisions when
everyone was present, and that hap-
pened rarely. They were stuck in a
Catch-22. Effective groups recognize
the advantage of having individuals
with different styles and assign
responsibilities appropriately.

Ask members of a team to assess

their own primary and secondary
styles. If the team is weak in one or
more styles, consider adding members
with needed styles.
At each phase, a facilitator takes

the group through these steps:
* List/Generate Ideas: Have team
members independently list ideas
(nominal group technique).
* Evaluate Ideas:

—Solicit and post ideas, clarifying
as needed.

—Cluster like ideas and name the
clusters.

—Inquire about ideas without
criticizing.

—Advocate for ideas deemed
important.
e Select the Ideas to Pursue, Using a
Proportional Voting Technique:

—Allow each person so many votes,
e.g., for 10 clusters, give each person
6—8 votes to distribute among the
clusters.

—Have each person distribute their
votes among alternatives.

—Rank the ideas according to the
number of votes.

—Select how many of the top ideas
to pursue (generally the top three).
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The “Actions” Phase

In prioritizing potential actions, the
group categorizes each according to
its expected difficulty (easy to hard)
and expected impact (low to high),
using an “Action Priority Matrix.”
Members then use proportional vot-
ing to rank actions to determine pri-
orities. In this ranking, members take
into account where actions are on the
matrix; we generally want to do the
actions that are easiest and have high

ACTION PRIORITY

MATRIX

Difficulty

Easy Hard

Impact

High

Low

faces differing points of view without
letting conflict get out of hand. People
perceive the process as fair because it
ensures consideration of everyone’s
ideas. Use it to promote the exchange
of substantive information, reduce
competitive behavior, promote coop-
eration, and deliver higher-quality
decisions. People say, “We can use this
process!” And they do. O

Bob Powell, Ph.D., MBA, uses the lens of systems
thinking to develop an understanding of, and how to
address, organizational and social challenges. For more

impact first—not always, but usually.
Group facilitators who use this

approach to guide groups through

these phases and steps find that it sur-

In prioritizing potential actions, categorize
each action according to its expected difficulty
(easy to hard) and expected impact (low to
high). articles, go to jyww.exponentialimprovement.com} Bob
is located in Colorado Springs, CO.
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