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Group cohesion refers to the attraction the group holds for the
member. This author details the possible reasons people participate
in groups and the importance that group cohesion has for active
participation. He details methods for Extension professionals to use
the concept of group cohesion in helping a group achieve its goals. A
reading of this study should help you when you organize your

next group.

Have you ever tried to get
the right people together at the
right place, at the right time, to
make the right decisions about
the right purpose? This situation
usually confronts the Extension
professional sometime during the
vear, especially during program
planning. True, it’s hard to reach
this ideal situation. But, we have
to try to get a group of people
together to make decisions about
the direction and intensity of the
educational programs provided
by Extension.

Decisions must be made on
what clientele to reach, how to
reach them, and what to teach
them. These decisions influence
the quality of the programs
offered and their impact on the
target audience.

Professional staff members
can’t decide on programs affecting
clientele without getting major
inputs from them. A representa-
tive segment of the population
must participate in program plan-
ning and decision-making processes.

Group Participation

A group is important in pro-
gram planning. Its decision reflects
the attitudes and actions of more
than one person trying to achieve
some purpose or goal. When
groups are involved, the concept
of group cohesion becomes sig-
nificant as a part of the group
process.

Cartwright and Zander state
that group cohesion refers to the
attractiveness of the group to its

25



members and to which the indivi-
dual members feel they belong.!
An individual may be attracted
to a group because that group
might make it possible for him
to attain an important individual
goal. A group’s goals, program,
size, type of organization, and
status in the community, as well
as the person’s affiliation, recog-
nition, and security are also im-
portant in group selection.

Reasons for Participating

Why do people participate
in a group? Are they dissatisfied
with their environmental setting
and find others who feel the same
way, thus supplying each other’s
common personal needs? The
most common reasons for joining
or remaining in a group are group
prestige, personal attraction for
some members of the group, and
group goals.2

Group Prestige

Some people join a group
because of the social status and
recognition it provides. The com-
munity confers this prestige on
the group. Group members feel
as though their social role in the
community is automatically looked
on as something important and
peculiar. Being a member of such
a group helps a person add to or
improve his social status in the
community.

As long as the community
treats this as a prestige group, the
holding power or the attraction
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of the group will remain strong.3
A person will try—if he can—to
join groups that help him achieve
his goal and will move out of
them when they no longer do so.

Personal Attraction for Group

Some people become a part
of a group because they like one
or more of its members. If friends
or neighbors belong to a gmup‘f
personal attraction is increased.
A person who participates in a
group because he likes the mem-
bers has a better opportunity to
compare himself with his friends.
He’s also probably more interested
in_them as people, perhaps sup-
ports them, and is more cordial
in interpersonal relations.

When cohesiveness is based
on the members’ personal attrac-
tion for one another, the members
could make their discussions long,
pleasant conversations hoping to
persuade each other easily.

Group Goals

Some people may be attrac-
ted to a group because its goal or
potential goals correspond to their
ambitions.” It may also be true
when a person feels that partici-
pating in the group gives him an
opportunity to reach some goal
outside the group.

To illustrate these two con-
cepts, look at the motives of an
individual who volunteers to be-
come a 4-H adult leader. He joins
because of a strong desire to
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achieve a goal common to that
of the group and to achieve per-
sonal satisfaction for his effort.

On the other hand, he may
join to achieve a personal goal
that’s totally different from the
group’s. A person who’s attracted
to a group because of its goal
usually feels the group’s goal is
a worthy one. If he finds out
they’ll never achieve their goal,
because of inefficiency in the
group, poor leadership, friction,
lack of money, or some other
reason, he’ll become less attracted
to it.

Member Selection

Extension’s main function
is to help the people it serves
achieve efficient agricultural pro-
duction, adequate incomes, and
responsible citizenship and to
build wholesome and prosperous
communities. To get the job done,
Extension involves local people
in the program planning process
terpret _(_l_g_t_ra relevant to the prob-
lems in their community, area, or
county.” These people plan and
conduct action programs to
achieve these goals, To ensure
zroup efficiency and effectiveness,
many concepts of group dynamics
must be understood and applied.
To organize and maintain a plan-
ning committee and achieve the
full group potential, you have to
inow group dynamics.

Let’s look at the following
situation.
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The county plan of work is
due. A committee representing
various segments of the county is
needed to help decide what prior-
ity subject-matter areas to include.

Who should be selected to
serve on this committee? The
first step is to determine the
exact purpose of the committee.
Next, develop a plan to accom-
plish this purpose. The committee,
of course, will function within
this framework.

After defining a purpose,
criteria for selecting group mem-
bers can be established, based on
the purpose and philosophy of
Extension. Selection criteria may
include a person’s: motives, per-
sonality, competence, availability,
leadership qualities, and other
pertinent characteristics.

It’s hard to see these traits
in an individual at a given time.
So, the Extension professional
must exercise judgment when
using these qualities as an index.
He may want to discuss the sit-
uation with community leaders
before making a decision.

Other factors to base selec-
tion on are those identified earlier
as group cohesion aids: group
goals, prestige of the group, and
personal attraction for members
of the group.

Members of groups with little
cohesion aren’t really groups at
all, but rather just aggregation of
isolates.’ On the other hand,
highly cohesive groups can make .,
irrational decisions. This happens
because the members share the
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same views and ideas, with no
difference in opinions. This could
lead to conformity.

Members on planning com-
mittees should be selected by a
professional staff, in most in-
stances, and perhaps legitimized
by a group of local people. The
selection should be based on the
criteria developed by the profes-
sional staff or an executive
committee.

First determine the criteria
for selecting and identifying indi-
viduals. Next, select individuals
who meet the criteria. Finally,
make the initial contact. Through
this effort, the group should be
made up with some degree of
similarity in purpose. However,
it’s important to note that a
heterogeneous group could arrive
at rational decisions if time isn’t
a factor.

Determine the size of the
group based on the purpose and
the task the group must perform.
A relationship exists between the
size of a group, accomplishment
of task, and the degree of cohe-
siveness of the group.

Identifying Potential Members

Identify all groups—special
interest groups, agencies, and or-
ganizations—that could contribute
to the efforts of the committee
being selected.

Potential members may also
be identified based on past par-
ticipation on any committee.
However, the most important
identifying factor in choosing a
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potential member is the ability
to work well with others and
develop plans of action to achieve
specific objectives.

If those selected have con-
flicts in interests and attitudes,
the possibility of achieving effec-
tive group cohesion decreases.
And, the possibility of the group
making an unpopular decision
increases. Another identifying fac-
tor is how the potential member
is accepted in the community.

Selected Individuals

When selecting individuals,
choose people who: (1) are inter-
ested in the group’s functions,
(2) are competent, (3) represent
the desires of the group, and
(4) are able to function properly
in a group setting. Groups of local
people can recognize, define,
and solve common problems and
satisfy their common needs by
working together.

If the concept of group
cohesion is kept in mind when
selecting people to work in a
group, the probability of pro-
ductivity increases. Base your
selection on factors that ensure
group cohesion, such as motives,
competence, and personality of
the potential committee member.

Initial Contact and Orientation

Decision making requires
identifying, collecting, analyzing,
and interpreting data relevant to
the problem. It also involves de-
ciding which problems and oppor-
tunities should have priority. And,
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it involves establishing objectives
for the economic and social im-
provement and development of
the community.

Before contacting a poten-
tial member for the first time,
the professional staff should know
exactly the objective of the group’s
function. They should ask them-
selves.

1. Why are we involving these
people in this planning
process?

2. What will be their specific
functions(s) as a group?

3. How much time will it take?

4. What techniques will be
used to bring about a
good interpersonal rela-
tionship?

5. Are we involving the right
people to effectively ac-
complish the task?

6. How are we going to
establish a climate to pro-
vide learning experiences
for potential members?

7. What will be the profes-
sional staff’s role?

8. Will there be any form

- of evaluation; if so, what
kind and to what extent?

9. What process will be used
to replace committee
members?

10. Will the individuals se-
lected be competent and
accepted by their com-
munity?

When considering group dy-
namics, the professional staff
should ask the following ques-
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tions about the potential mem-
ers before selection:

1.Is the person willing to
work with others in a
group?

2. Will the potential member
be interested in the goal
of the group?

3. Will the group provide
him with an opportunity
to achieve a personal goal?

4. Will he join because of the
group’s prestige?

5. Are there other motives
for his participating in
the group?

Answers to these questions
should indicate how active the
individual will be and what he’ll
contribute to the group’s effort.

After establishing the criteria
for selecting committee members,
you must contact the member.

During the first contact, ex-
plain clearly and precisely the
purpose of the group. Indicate
what he may be able to contribute
as a member of the group. The
initial contact is important. It’s
an opportunity to discuss the
group’s operation, its responsi-
bility, and the role of each member.

A professional shouldn’t
assume he can accurately identify
what makes individuals respond
in a certain way when working
within a group. However, the status
of the group, as viewed by the
community, does influence the
degree and intensity of member
participation. This should serve
as a guideline in making the final
decision or selection.
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To ensure group cohesion
when group prestige is important
to the individual, make every
effort to have the goals of the
group legitimized and publicized.
If the community has sanctioned
the group’s goals, tell the poten-
tial member that during the initial
contact.

When contacting potential
members the first time, tell them
who the other members of the
group are likely to be. Group
cohesion may be enhanced when
members of the group are friends
and neighbors. This also increases
interaction among group members.
Individuals will probably express
themselves and share their feelings
about pertinent decisions on a
plan of action, if they’re working
with friends and neighbors.

If a member has some reser-
vations about the group’s goals,
the interpretation of the situation,
methods of collecting data, identi-
fying needs and problems, and
arriving at priorities, he’ll probably
say so now. Any misunderstand-
ings or fears that aren’t valid, can
be cleared up.

Potential members will prob-
ably decide to participate if they
feel they can work with other
members and can make a con-
tribution to the group.

Potential Disadvantages
of Group Cohesion

It’s not absolutely necessary
to have a high degree of cohesive-
ness among group members to
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make rational decisions. In fact,
a high degree of cohesion could
mean mass conformity and irra-
tional decisions. There should be
factors in each group that con-
tribute to group cohesion, but
maximum group cohesion shouldn’t
be the ultimate goal.

If group cohesion is based
on group prestige, group members
take little risk of endangering
their status. They’re cautious,
concentrate on their own actions,
and adjust to the social environ-
ment. If cohesion is based on
personal attraction, members tend
to transform the discussion into
long, drawn-out, pleasant conver-
sations. If cohesion is based on
performing a task, group mem-
bers want to finish the activity
quickly and efficiently. They
spend only the time necessary to
get the job done.

Before arriving at a plan of
action, a committee must explore
several alternatives, accept those
that offer maximum potential
and advantages, and reject those
that don’t. Then, the committee
must decide on priorities. A highly
cohesive group may not explore
all these possibilities before mak-
ing a final decision. Problems like
this may be discussed during the
initial contact and orientation
period.

Summary

Group cohesion refers to
the attraction the group holds
for the member. A person may
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join a group because of the group’s
goals, its prestige, and personal
attraction for some of the group’s
members. If these factors are
evident, the intensity of the mem-
ber participation will probably
increase.

Extension professionals should
keep the concept of group cohe-

sion in mind when doing the pro-

gram planning and decision-
making processes and also when
selecting a committee to serve
as a decision-making group. Being
aware of the reasons people join

groups can help in selecting indi-
viduals who will be active in a
group structure and perform
effectively.

Use the concept of group
cohesion as a guideline when
contacting the potential member
for the first time. Clearly explain
the purpose of the committee,
whether the proposed action has
the sanction of the community,
the role of the member, other
members involved, the expected
outcomes, approximate time limit,
and other important factors.

Smith: Group Cohesion

This increases the proba-
bility of selecting a group that
can develop a workable and sig-
nificant plan of action . . . one
that will improve the level of
family and community living.
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