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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION
USING THE REACTIONS TO GROUP SITUATIONS TEST TO PROFILE HIGHER
EDUCATION ADMINISTRATORS RELATIVE TO TEAM BEHAVIOR

PREDISPOSITION AND DEMOGRAPHICS

This study facilitated the development of a profile of the predisposition for team
behavior for community college administrators on the path to, or having, membership in an
executive leadership team (ELT). The profile was based on emotionality and work (EW)
variables, as defined by Basic Assumption Theory. The EW data were collected using the
Reactions to Group Situations Test (RGST). The profile consisted of EW variable data
examined in conjunction with demographic variable data, which included age, gender, time
at institution, time in position, position title, educational level, race/ethnicity, social class of
origin, and ELT membership status. The RGST instrument was used to collect data from
community college administrators from the State of Illinois. From this, insight was gained to
better understand the community college administrators’ predisposition for team behavior as
a discovery research step intended to lead to the identification of potential developmental
interventions for individuals and ELTs to facilitate high team effectiveness.

Douglas C. Brauer
School of Education
Colorado State University

Fort Collins, CO 80523
Fall 2007
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and editing for the dissertation manuscript. A special thank you goes to Dr. Timothy
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Emeritus) has provided unparalleled advisement, guidance, encouragement, and
friendship throughout my graduate education and professional career. To my amazement,
a significant source of motivation to complete this degree came from Professor Herbert
Thelen taking the time to talk to me and granting me permission to use his RGST
research outcomes to support this study to its conclusion. However, it is my immediate
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foundational inspiration and support in completing this educational goal. Thank you all
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION
Organizations have increasingly used team-based structures to cope with the
growing complexity of the global environment in which they operate (Katzenback &
Smith, 1993; Salas, Sims, & Burke, 2005). Herbert Thelen, as a researcher and professor
at the University of Chicago, recognized this trend and its significance during his work in
the 1950s and 1960s. Thelen and his colleagues noted that,
The current trend is not simply toward the proliferation of small groups
but also toward their incorporation within elaborate productivity-oriented
structures that contrast sharply with early informal personally-oriented
social structures. Groups have ceased to be solely instruments of
accommodation; they have also become agents of change. (Thelen,
Hawkes, & Strattner, 1969, p. 1)

As agents of change, teams exist at all organizational levels in business and
industry, as well as in higher education (Lawler, Mohrman, & Ledford, 1998). In
recognition of the differing scope of teams throughout an organization, team types have
been broadly categorized as work, parallel learning, cross-functional project, and
executive (Cohen & Bailey, 1997). My study interest was with the executive team level
and, specifically, those individuals on the path to, or having, membership on a
community college executive leadership team (ELT).

As teams at the highest level in the organization, ELTs are means of enhancing

strategic leadership effectiveness in complex organizations (Cohen & Bailey, 1997).

Research has long suggested that teamwork in executive teams promotes the creation of
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innovative ideas to address issues, enables executives to use their diverse experiences to
solve problems, and increases organizational engagement and commitment of executive
team members (Ancona & Nadler, 1989; Bauman, Jackson, & Lawrence, 1997; Nadler,
1996). While teams are often implemented to accomplish a specific task, in community
colleges, the ELT is an ongoing team whose purpose is to ensure the overall “efficient
and effective operation” of the institution (Boggs, 1995, p. 64).

At the community college, the ELT (or president’s cabinet) has been an accepted
approach to leading the organization. Rather than working in isolation, presidents have
used a work group composed of senior administrators for decision making. The ELT has
facilitated development of a more collaborative form of leadership, but it has not
necessarily challenged traditional organizational structures or notions of hierarchy,
power, or control (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006).

Neumann and Bensimon (1990) reported that presidents who were proactive in
their leadership actions and who were more connected to their institutions, successfully
governed in more stable organizational settings. The critical factor in their success
appeared to be an effective ELT. These authors also found that presidents who were more
reactive in their leadership actions governed in less stable organizational settings. The
critical factor in their lack of success appeared to be an in-effective ELT. In both cases,
the ELT was recognized to play a pivotal role in community college organizational
success and stability.

Those findings complemented Hambrick and Mason’s (1984) research, which
found that the ELT, and not the community college president, has the responsibility for

developing and implementing strategies that strengthen organizational performance. The
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existence of the team, and not the individual team member, allows the chief executive to
engage in a participative process with diverse team members to maximize strategic
leadership effectiveness and organizational performance. Kakabadse and Kakabadse
(2001) also indicated that ELT performance and effectiveness reflect the philosophy and
attitudes of each individual team member, as well as the “collective spirit of the team”
and the way in which team members relate and communicate (p. 9). For this reason,
Boggs (1995) stated “among the most critical decisions that a college president makes is
the selection of new ELT members” (p. 65).

Like Thelen, academicians and practitioners have continued to identify teams and
team effectiveness as important areas for research (e.g., Cohen & Bailey, 1997). Thelen’s
own research addressed the effectiveness of teams as affected by individual
predispositions for team behavior. That line of research developed out of his role as the
Director of the Human Dynamics Laboratory within the Education Department at The
University of Chicago where, in 1950, he embraced Basic Assumption Theory (BAT)
(Bion, 1948, 1961; Thelen, 2000). No less than fifteen Ph.D. dissertations resulted
directly from that early work, and more have been completed since the 1960s.

For Thelen, BAT presented a theoretical framework for studying groups and their
effectiveness based on the concepts of individual and group emotionality and work (EW),
identification of EW cultures, and individual predisposition for EW group behavior
(Bion, 1961). Bion, in conceptualizing BAT, saw that the group at any time existed in
some EW state and that over time each state gave way to the next through interaction of
the team members’ EW predispositions. Emotionality reflected the individual and group

operating modes in terms of the basic assumption states (i.e., pairing, dependency, fight,
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and flight). Work reflected the individual or group state in terms of its ability to complete
the task at hand. The BAT framework provided a means to identify the particular ways in
which each group member would contribute to the development, maintenance, and
dissolution of the variety of EW cultures, or behavioral states or situations, of the group.

At the core of BAT resided the notion that individual EW predispositions for
group behavior affect the group’s own predisposition for its governing behavior. It was
envisioned that successful characterization of individual behavior would describe the
individual’s overall pattern of behavior expected in group situations and to identify the
ways in which the individual would behave when the group was in different kinds of EW
situations (Stock & Thelen, 1958, p. 22).

In studying this notion, Thelen and his colleague’s research led to the
development of the Reactions to Group Situations Test (RGST), which facilitated the
understanding and application of EW concepts by quantitatively identifying individual
EW predispositions for team behavior prior to individual engagement in team activity.
This enabled researchers to develop a fundamental understanding of individual group-
relevant personality traits for behavior in ELT situations, while still recognizing that the
group-as-a-whole could take on a behavior disposition that may parallel or oppose an
individual’s predisposition.

My dissertation used the RGST to develop an EW predisposition profile of
community college administrators on the path to, or having, ELT membership. This
profile was developed for community college administrators (i.e., administrator group-as-
a-whole, president, vice president, and dean) and described their EW predispositions for

team behavior in conjunction with specific demographic variables (i.e., gender, age, time
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in higher education, time at current institution, time in current position; position title,
highest educational degree attained, race/ethnicity, social class of origin, and current ELT
membership status).

My objective was to take an initial step to understanding EW concepts in the
context of higher education, and, specifically, community college ELTs. Collecting and
analyzing data regarding community college administrator EW group-relevant
personality traits and associated demographics enabled me to begin answering these
questions:

1. What are higher education administrator EW predispositions for team

behavior,

2. How are EW predispositions related to specific demographics, and

3. How are EW predispositions associated with each other relative to

demographics?
Answering these questions is an initial step in discovery regarding; first, associating
higher education administrator EW predisposition profiles to ELT effectiveness and,
second, suggesting developmental interventions for effective ELT membership.

In this dissertation, Chapter One presents the study background information,
problem and purpose, rationale and significance, limitations, and researcher perspective.
This sets the stage for addressing the research problem in the context of the community
college and the effectiveness of ELT relative to its own ongoing operation, development,
and composition. Chapter Two provides a literature review focusing on community
colleges, BAT, team effectiveness, and the RGST. Chapter Three describes the

methodology used to collect and analyze community college administrator EW
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predisposition data relative to demographic factors. Chapter Four presents the data

collection results. Finally, Chapter 5 interprets my findings, offers some discussion of

salient points, and offers my conclusions and recommendations for further study.
Background

Management and academic publications have increasingly emphasized the
importance of teams, at all organizational levels, for overall organizational success
(Cohen & Bailey, 1997). Of focal importance for my study, the ELT, whether viewed in
the context of higher education or business, consists of team members brought together to
establish organizational strategic direction and manage organizational performance.
Cohen and Bailey (1997) reported that the use of ELTs has expanded in response to a
dynamic and complex global operational environment, which includes both higher
education and business. The ELT helps organizations achieve competitive advantage by
applying collective expertise, integrating disparate efforts, and sharing responsibility for
the success of the organization (Mankin, Cohen, & Bikson, 1996).

Community colleges have served as a popular resource for research regarding
leadership and teams. Contributing to this attraction has been the expected community
college executive leadership availability shortages (Evelyn, 2001), the demand-response
nature of the college (Boggs, 2003), and the frequent college organizational changes
resulting from external demands (Gumport, 2003).

In the context of community college leadership for the twenty first century, Boggs
(2003) indicated that the time was growing near for the most significant transition in
leadership in the history of America’s community colleges. A survey of community

college presidents conducted by the American Association of Community Colleges
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(AACC) in 2001 indicated that forty-five percent of them planned to retire by 2007
(Shuits, 2001). Another survey by Weisman and Vaughan (2002) found a planned rate of
presidential retirement heading to seventy-nine percent by 2012. In conjunction with
these anticipated changes, the administrators who report to the presidents (and likely on
an ELT) were also approaching retirement (Boggs, 2003). However, with this period of
leadership transition comes “a window of opportunity to bring greater diversity, new
energy, and new ideas to community college leadership” (Boggs, 2003, p. 15).

This study was conducted within the community college boundaries of the State
of Illinois. Illinois has served as a rich location regarding the history of community
college growth and development. In 1901, under the guidance of William Rainey Harper,
as president of the University of Chicago, the first publicly funded junior college (or
community college) was founded in Joliet, Illinois (Boggs & Cater, 1994). Illinois has
continued to sponsor a state-wide comprehensive community college system consisting
of over fifty individual institutions, which bridge the gap between secondary and higher
education, between adult and higher education, and between industrial training and
formal technical education (Ratcliff, 1994).

Basic Assumption Theory

The foundation of BAT was derived out of Bion’s work with therapy groups
(Bion, 1961), where he observed: (a) group members “individually contribute toward,
acquiesce in, or react against, a given, current group culture” (p. 50) and (b) group
members form relationships with one another based on their affinities for a preferred
operating mode, or “culture of the group” (p. 55). It was from this that Bion developed

the idea that the group could be thought of in terms of a series of emotional states, or
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basic assumption cultures, in which some individual need was inextricably associated
with the work the group was trying to do.

In the context of BAT, a team’s activities can be described in terms of emotional
and work components that are in dynamic interrelation (Stock & Thelen, 1958). There are
four possible emotionality states that individuals may exhibit in small group or team
settings. These states include: (a) pairing to develop intimacy (pairing), (b) dependency
on external authority (dependency), (c) fighting to create stress (fight), and (d) fleeing
from stress (flight) (Bion, 1961). From the individual perspective, a predisposition for
pairing indicates a need to express warmth freely and to wish to establish close
relationships. A predisposition for dependency indicates a need to rely on others or
objects for support and direction. A predisposition for fight indicates a need to express
hostility in the group. Finally, a predisposition for flight indicates a tendency to avoid, in
some way, the team interactive situation.

Co-existing with the emotionality variables is the predisposition for doing work.
The work variable is the “consciously determined, deliberative, reality-bound, goal-
seeking aspects of the group’s activities” (Stock & Thelen, 1958, p. 13), which impacts
team effectiveness. The work variable, in contrast to emotionality variables, is governed
by rationality and task orientation (Miller, 1998).

The BAT concept of the group-as-a-whole culture highlights that the existence of
individual personality traits that are team-relevant rather than only individual-relevant
(Bion, 1961). That 1s, individual EW predispositions collectively “combine” to support or
cooperate with team members enabling the group-as-a-whole to develop, maintain, or

move away from the various EW cultures (Stock & Thelen, 1958, p. 15).
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Bion used the term “valency” to describe the strength of an individual’s EW
predisposition for “instantaneous and involuntary combination of one individual with
another for sharing and acting on a basic assumption” (Stock & Thelen, 1958, p.15).
Although, Bion never developed a tool to quantitatively measure EW valency, Thelen
and his colleagues developed the RGST, which was used in this study to measure Illinois
community college administrators’ EW predisposition for ELT behavior.

Team Effectiveness

A common measure of how well a team works is effectiveness (Cohen & Bailey,
1997; Halfhill, Sundstrom, Lahner, Calderane, & Nielsen, 2005; Sundstrom et al., 2000).
Cohen and Bailey (1997) defined team effectiveness as the team’s impact on: (a)
performance effectiveness assessed in terms of quantity and quality of outputs, (b)
member attitudes, and (c) behavioral outcomes. In his research with BAT (and the
RGST), Thelen and colleagues (Thelen et al., 1969) used effectiveness as the outcome
indicator of a “working” team (Bion, 1961, p. 26). A team being distracted by a basic
assumption, or emotionality, state was indicative of a nonworking state, which,
subsequently, led to lower team effectiveness.

Thelen’s research pointed to team effectiveness being affected by the total group
culture, which could be influenced by team composition. Similarly, numerous researchers
have recognized that demographic variables, which serve as design elements for team
composition, provide a point of leverage to influence team effectiveness (e.g., Foushee &
Helmreich, 1988; Levine & Moreland, 1990; Morgan & Lassiter, 1992). In response to
this recognition, for my study, in addition to EW data, demographic data were also

collected from participants.
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Reactions to Group Situations Test

Thelen’s (1954, 2000) research focused on quantitatively assessing individual EW
predispositions for team behavior so this information could be used to facilitate the
ongoing effectiveness of teams (e.g., via team composition or development/operational
interventions). For my study, the RGST instrument (see Appendix A) developed and
validated by Thelen and his colleagues (Stock & Thelen, 1958; Thelen, 1954; Thelen et
al., 1969) was used. The evolution of the RGST, in conjunction with subsequent group
observation (Thelen et al., 1969), has made it a stand-alone instrument for providing
insight to community college administrator individual EW predispositions for team
behavior. In this light, the RGST served as a tool for easily and quickly identifying and
relating EW predispositions for the community college application.

The RGST, as a forced-choice instrument, provides the study participant with
incomplete sentences that describe common occurrences in team situations. Each
sentence is completed by selecting one of two alternatives, which are designed to reveal
an individual predisposition for the five EW variables. The frequency of selecting each
EW variable indicates the relative strength of a participant’s predisposition for likely
behavior in an actual group situation. That is, the higher the score for each variable the
greater the predisposition for acting out that behavior in a team situation.

Identifying a participant’s predisposition for likely behavior in an actual group
situation is important under BAT because, as stated earlier, it holds that in an actual team
situation individual predispositions collectively combine to affect the effectiveness of the
team. A fundamental assumption underlying my research was that BAT provides a

foundation for identifying individual group-relevant personality traits, and that the RGST

10
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provides a valid picture of such traits in terms of individual EW predispositions for team
behavior.
Study Problem and Purpose

In employment settings where individuals are selected for membership on ELTs,
individual preferences for team behavior are not typically identified, using a structured
instrument, before a person joins the organization. Because individual predispositions for
group behavior can impact the effectiveness of ELTs, this lack of knowledge on the part
of community college ELT members can be problematic (Cohen & Bailey, 1997; Thelen
et al., 1969). The ELT and its members may be more effective if they are aware of and
can respond to individual predispositions for group behavior. My study took an initial
step in the systematic examination of such individual predispositions by collecting and
analyzing data that describes the group behavior preferences for a select group of Illinois
community college administrators. In short, I wanted to collect and analyze this data and
then explain how it could be used to assist ELTs in selecting team members.

Research on team effectiveness (e.g., Cohen & Bailey, 1997; George, 1990;
Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994; Weick & Roberts, 1993) has highlighted the need for
further study of individual behavioral traits. For this study, the focus was on individual
group-relevant personality, or behavioral, traits (i.e., predispositions) that were covered
by the EW concept as defined by BAT (Bion, 1961) and advanced by Thelen.

I used the RGST to collect data for the emotionality variables (the predisposition
for pairing, dependency, fight, and flight) and the work variable (the predisposition for
undertaking and completing a cognitive task or goal). Demographic data were collected

concerning participants’ age, gender, time in higher education, time at current institution,
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time in current position, position title, highest educational degree attained, race/ethnicity,
social class of origin, and current ELT membership status.

Data were solicited from community college administrators (i.e., deans, vice
presidents, and presidents) who were employed by the Illinois Community College
System. The targeted study participants were surveyed via email using a third party host
service. I analyzed the data to identify relationships between the EW data and
demographic data, which enabled developing community college administrator profiles
(as presented in Chapter Five) reflecting EW-based predispositions for individual and
team behavior.

Rationale and Significance of the Study

An understanding of individual EW predisposition provides a means for
enhancing our understanding of ELT composition, development, and functionality. As a
tool, the RGST provides a means to gain insight to individual EW predispositions that
may ultimately affect ELT effectiveness. This study used the RGST to initiate discovery
in relating community college administrator individual EW predispositions to
demographic variables.

Study Limitations

There were several issues limiting the generalizability of the study results. First,
the study explored EW variables in conjunction with specific demographic variables.
Second, the research data collection scope was narrowed to collecting EW data from
community college administrators working for institutions in Illinois. Accordingly, my
findings may not be directly relevant to understanding the EW predispositions of higher

education administrators throughout the State of Illinois or the United States. Third, EW
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preferences were identified via the RGST instrument. Although the RGST has
demonstrated an ability to predict actual individual group behavior, it was not presented
as an error-free tool. Fourth, there was no post RGST completion direct observation of
participants or ELTs incorporated into the study, which could lead to an assessment of
RGST higher education-specific validity. Finally, the scope of behavioral traits (or group-
relevant personality traits) addressed only included the EW variables.

Researcher Perspective

This study grew out of my professional career involving leadership experience in
executive roles in global business and industry, as well as an assignment as the Dean of
Workforce Development and Community Services at an Illinois community college.
These roles have contributed to my interest in understanding EW as it relates to ELT
design relative to facilitating the effective and efficient leading, directing, and managing
of the organization. In fact, my introduction to BAT and the RGST came as a member of
TEC (The Emerging CEO) International, an international society for CEOs.

Relative to this study, my personal biases included my beliefs that: (a) ELT
effectiveness is affected by individual EW predispositions, (b) the ability to communicate
and establish strong relationships is essential to high performing teams, (c) teams exhibit
their own unique personalities and behavioral patterns, which reflect the team members’
own personalities and group behavioral preferences, and (d) ELTs can be designed and
developed to maximize effectiveness using data from a study such as mine.

Summary
The objective of my study was to answer the research questions defined. As an

output of this, developed was a community college administrator profile based on EW
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predisposition and demographics. To accomplish this, two fundamental assumptions
derived from BAT underlined this study. First, “a group’s activities could be described in
terms of emotionality and work variables that are in dynamic interrelation” (Stock &
Thelen, 1958, p. 14). And second, “an individual’s predisposition to act combines with
others’ in support of some overall group EW culture” (Stock & Thelen, 1958, p. 15). That
is, individual EW predispositions for team behavior collectively combine to affect the
overall team effectiveness.

My intent was to take an initial step in using the RGST for understanding
individual community college administrator EW predispositions relative to various
demographic variables. The RGST developed by Thelen and his colleagues (Banet &
Hayden, 1996) was the instrument used for collecting EW data from Illinois community
college administrators. As a carefully constructed and repeatedly applied instrument
(Stock & Thelen, 1958; Thelen, 2000), the RGST provided the means “to produce an
improved understanding of how to maximize team effectiveness” (Lewis & Beck, 2000,
p. 466). However, it must be recognized that the use of the RGST, in conjunction with
the lack of an accepted community college definition for ELT effectiveness, does not

lead to any specific implications for the selection and development of ELT members.
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

Organizations have increasingly turned to team-based structures to contend with
the growing complexity of a global operational environment (Katzenback & Smith,
1993). This globalization has also impacted higher education, as pointed out by Alfred
and Rosevear (2000), in that the market in which colleges and universities function has
changed dramatically with the challenge that new competitors (e.g., corporations, for-
profit institutions, and internet-based online programs) pose. To deal with such
challenges in higher education, similar to business, teams have the potential to offer
greater adaptability, productivity, and creativity than any one individual can offer
(Gladstein, 1984; Hackman, 1987; Neumann & Bensimon, 1990) and provide more
complex, innovative, and comprehensive solutions to organizational issues (Sundstrom et
al., 1990).

In the community college context, as noted by Eddy (2005), the ELT has taken a
foothold in community college leadership. Kezar (1998) reported that teams have had a
long history in higher education leadership, which includes committees, collegial
decision-making, shared governance, and the presidential cabinet (or ELTs). Necessarily,
the community college’s emphasis on its own leadership, and, particularly, the role of the
ELT, has responded to changing conditions, such as “internationalism, interdependence,
and growing diversity” (Kezar, 1998, p. 58).

As a catalyst in addressing community college leadership needs, “effectiveness”

has received a great deal of attention due to the variety of external forces making major
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demands on these institutions (Wharton, 1997, p. 15). Wharton (1997) broadly defined
effective community colleges as “those that satisfy, preferably delight, the key
stakeholders they serve”, which include students, faculty, staff, and the community (p.
15). A focus on the ELT as key to organizational and institutional effectiveness has been
reflected in the changes in the leadership “shapes and structures assumed by community
colleges as organizations and the new governance and inclusive management
philosophies being employed there” (Bragg, 2000, p. 76).

However, a potential disruption to the ELT and its potential effectiveness, and
likely, its overall organizational and institutional effectiveness, is an impending
significant personnel transition in community college leadership. Results from a survey
conducted in 2001 by the American Association of Community Colleges indicated that
forty-five percent of presidents plan to retire by 2007 (Boggs, 2003). A similar survey by
Weisman and Vaughn (2002) confirmed that the rate of presidential retirement appeared
to be seventy-nine percent by 2012. In parallel with these retirements are the impending
retirements of the administrators who report to the president, and which are commonly
members of the ELT (Boggs, 2003).

The impact of these looming retirements on the ELT is coupled with the fact that
there is, on average, a thirty percent turn-over of community college presidents every two
years (McFarlin, Crittenden, & Ebbers, 1999). That means that approximately one-
quarter to one-third of all community college presidents are in some stage of leaving or
thinking of leaving, voluntarily or involuntarily, during a two year period.

In light of these significant changes impacting the ELT effectiveness, a focus on

ELT composition and its development takes on a heightened sense of urgency. This focus
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1s warranted due to the fact that community colleges enroll fifty-two percent of all
undergraduates, making them the largest single group of higher education students
(Bragg, 2000). Bragg has noted that “the community college today is the single largest
and most important portal into higher education” (2000, p. 77).

Numerous researchers, such as Harris, Banach, Cohen, Brawer, Hammer, and
Vaughn (McFarlin et al., 1999) have indicated that developing a new generation of senior
leadership for community college’s is imperative if these institutions are to successfully
operate in increasingly complex global environments. Ideally, this new leadership will
willingly embrace the ELT as an effective form of participatory leadership.

Numerous studies have illustrated that ELTs almost always result in “more
effective decision-making, increased ownership of decisions, greater cognitive
complexity of ideas, more creativity and innovation, peer support, and an increase in
accountability” (McFarlin et al., 1999, p. 60). Not surprisingly, most of these positive
results emanated from “healthy, functional teams” (p. 60).

Leadership shows itself uniquely in each community college, but has important
common elements, the most important of which is the connection of leader behavior to
leadership (Wharton, 1997). Wharton (1997) explains this to refer to “behavior that starts
at the root of what leaders feel and how they act it out” (p. 16). To be successful in
today’s community college environment and that of the future, the ELT should include
members that effectively work together to make the ELT a leadership catalyst for the
community college (Boggs, 1995).

This study’s literature review focused on small teams, specifically the ELT, which

was consistent with similar studies and research (e.g., Webber & Donahue, 2001; Cohen
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& Bailey, 1997; Guzzo & Dickson, 1996). The remainder of this chapter provides a brief
background for my study’s ELT focus and a review of pertinent literature addressing
BAT, team effectiveness, and the RGST.
Background

Teams and their effectiveness play an important role at all levels within an
organization. For example, in community colleges, the success of the president has often
been dependent on the effectiveness of the ELT (Boggs, 1995; Neumann & Bensimon,
1990). Cohen and Bailey (1997) reported that team effectiveness was intimately linked to
the nature of the team. They broadly identified four types of teams: (a) work, (b) parallel,
(c) project, and (d) executive leadership (or top management). Other researchers offered
slightly different typologies (e.g., Katzenbach & Smith, 1993; Mohrman, Cohen, &
Morhman, 1995; Sundstrom et al., 1990), which have been consistent to those presented
by Cohen & Bailey (1997).

Work teams are the type of team most people think about when discussing teams.
Work teams are continuing work units responsible for repetitive, ongoing activities in an
organization such as producing goods or providing services. Their membership is
typically stable, usually full-time, and well-defined (Cohen, 1991). Parallel teams pull
together people from different work units or jobs to perform functions that the regular
organization is not equipped to perform well (Ledford, Lawler & Mohrman, 1988; Stein
& Kanter, 1980). They are used for problem-solving and improvement-oriented activities.
Project teams are time-limited and focus on tasks that are non-repetitive in nature and
involve considerable application of knowledge, judgment, and expertise, which produce

one-time outputs (e.g., a new product or service) (Mankin et al., 1996).
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The fourth team type, which was the focal interest in this study, is the top
management team, or executive leadership team (ELT). In general, ELTs coordinate and
provide strategic direction to the overall organization (Mohrman et al., 1995).

Similarly, the community college ELT is responsible for establishing the
organization’s overall strategic direction and performance. As noted by Cohen and Bailey
(1997), the use of ELTs has expanded in response to the turbulence and complexity of the
global business environment. The ELT helps an organization achieve competitive
advantage by applying collective expertise, integrating disparate efforts, and sharing
responsibility for the success of the organization (Mankin et al., 1996). A key strength of
ELTs is in their use of “objective measures of organizational performance” to identify
their effectiveness (Cohen & Bailey, 1997, p. 269), which highlights the need for some
level of effectiveness accountability.

It was my observation that there appeared to be a general lack of literature
addressing the impact on team effectiveness due to the predispositions for behavior of
community college administrators in ELT situations (or team situations in general).
However, there was literature in other disciplines and fields concerning this subject. For
example, Mohammed, Mathieu, and Bartlett (2000) reported that the management
literature on team effectiveness has typically focused on demography and team
performance (Jackson Brett, Sessa, Cooper, Julin, & Peyronnin, 1991) and the industrial-
organizational literature has begun to focus on less-traditional aspects of team
composition, such as the mix of cognitive ability, personality, and effectiveness (Barry &

Stewart, 1997; Tziner & Eden, 1985).
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Notwithstanding these contributions, in either case, there is a need for further
study of individual team-relevant personality variables, in conjunction with team
composition focusing on demographics, and their affect on team effectiveness. Regarding
community colleges, Boggs (1995) has also indicated a need for such research. He noted
that even though people individually may be very talented and skilled, they may not
function well as team members in a way that enhances community college ELT
effectiveness.

Basic Assumption Theory

Basic Assumption Theory (BAT) provided the theoretical framework for this
study’s investigation of individual predispositions for team behavior. It was
conceptualized by Wilfred Bion in the late 1940°s and led to his recognition as an
important theorist regarding psychodynamic perspectives on groups (Kemberg, 1998).
Most notably, Bion's BAT is the cornerstone of the Tavistock Method as it serves as a
framework for the group-as-a-whole approach to understanding group behavior (Banet &
Hayden, 1996). Bion’s theory and methods have been applied to groups of all sizes and in
most settings including therapeutic, conferences, training, and classroom (Lawrence,
Bain, & Gould, 1996; Rioch, 1970; Turquet, 1974).

As a therapist, Bion worked in a unique way with small groups of psychotherapy
patients in that he provided the group with no direction or structure. He emphasized
interpretation of group phenomena rather than individual phenomena (Bion, 1961). As
Bion observed his groups of patients, he noticed certain significant emotional reactions in
the group (Bion, 1961). For example, at times the group appeared to be unanimously

expressing a need to run away from the current group situation or to demand that he, the
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therapist, provide more direction. From these observations, Bion (1961) developed the
idea that a group could be thought of in terms of dynamically moving through a series of
emotional states, or basic assumption cultures, in which some group affective need was
inextricably associated with the work the group was trying to do. He saw that: (a)
individual members as contributed toward, acquiesced in, or reacted against, these
emotional states and (b) group members formed relationships with one another on the basis
of their predispositions for the various emotional states (Stock & Thelen, 1958).

Bion’s (1961) BAT presented the idea of a group-as-a-whole instantaneously
exhibiting one of two group cultures. The first characterized the group engaged in
sophisticated, rational work (i.e., a work group culture) and the second characterized the
group acting as if it were assembled for some reason other than the defined work task
(1.e., a basic assumption, emotionality, or non-work culture). He believed that work and
emotional components of group life were so interrelated that one never occurred without
the other, and that an understanding of group experience can come about only when both
are studied in their dynamic and changing relationships to each other.

The work aspects of group operation were defined as the consciously determined,
deliberative, reality-bound, goal-seeking aspects of the group's activities (Stock & Thelen,
1958). While work activity can always be perceived in the group there are times when an
analysis of this kind of activity alone cannot explain what is happening. For example,
although the group may say it is interested in solving some problem its behavior seems to
lead it away from coming to grips with it. In contrast to work, the emotional

preoccupations of the group are nonpurposive, "instinctual," and not under conscious
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control (Stock & Thelen, 1958, p. 138). Bion (1961) concluded that the work activity of
a group is always influenced to some extent by emotional states, or emotionality (p. 124).

In his original formulation, Bion (1949) suggested that at any given time the group-
as-a-whole acts as if it is operating in a single emotional state, or basic assumption
culture. That is, it will maintain itself: (a) through developing intimacy (pairing), (b)
through reliance on external authority (dependency), (c) through fighting with or resisting
with others (fight), or (d) through fleeing from stress (flight). Team members can be seen
either as accepting and expressing the basic assumption or as reacting in some other way to
its existence in the culture of the group.

The difference between Bion and Thelen lay in Bion’s notion that a team is either
in a nonworking state (driven by a basic assumption or emotionality variable) or in
working state. Thelen deviated from this by positing that with emotionality there is
always some level of work ongoing, which forms the basis for Thelen’s (1954) adaptation
of BAT to describing the role of EW predispositions in the team situation.

Thelen posited that when the team is operating in a dependency-work culture it
was acting "as if" (i.e., on the basic assumption that) the team exists in order to find
support and direction from something outside itself—the leader, external standards, or its
own history. When it was operating in pairing-work culture it acts “as if” its function is to
find strength from within its own peer group. When it was operating in fight-work or
flight-work cultures it is operating “as if” its purpose is to avoid something by fighting or
running away from it, respectively (Karterud, 1989, p. 316).

Karterud (1989) emphasized that the "as if"" was important in these definitions

since it also indicated what was not meant when a team was operating in a certain EW
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culture (p. 316). For example, when a group is operating in a dependency-work culture it
does not mean that nothing but dependency is expressed, or that the group is consciously
aware of its preoccupation with dependency, or that the dependency can necessarily be
directly observed. What it does mean is that if the group becomes ineffective it is relying
on an emotionality culture that does not positively associate with work.

Thelen (1954) accepted the notion of BAT to describe groups as exhibiting an
EW cultural preference, which reflected the collective EW predispositions of the
individual team members. However, Thelen (Thelen et al., 1969) went on to speculate
that individual reactions to the various EW cultures exhibited in the group might reveal
basic tendencies in individual personality. This led Thelen to investigate whether EW,
which was meaningful for studying the group-as-a-whole, might also be applicable to
individual expressions and behavioral predispositions (Thelen, 1954).

In advancing BAT, Thelen applied it conceptually to mainstream teams (Stock &
Thelen, 1958; Thelen et al., 1969; Thelen, 1954). Similar to Thelen, others have worked
to advance the application of BAT (e.g., Turquet, 1974; Pines, 1985; Karterud, 2000; and
Lawrence et al., 1996), but Thelen’s research contribution included development of the
RGST, which provided a means to identify individual EW predispositions for team
behavior prior to the individual engaging in team activity and impacting team
effectiveness.

Team Effectiveness

As the use of teams has increased, so has research attention focusing on team

effectiveness (Hackman, 1990). Researchers have tended to conceptualize team

effectiveness as a function of each team member’s individual input relative to the process
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losses associated with working with others (e.g., Shiflett, 1979; Steiner, 1966, 1972).
Shaw’s (1976) idea of team effectiveness focused explicitly on teamwork, which
included the productivity gains due to team coordination. Through the study of team
performance and team processes, a number of models of team effectiveness have been
developed (e.g., Bandura, 1986; Hackman, 1987; McCrae & Costa, 1987). Understanding
what makes teams effective is important as organizations look to teams as a solution to
enhancing overall operational effectiveness. This is especially true of ELTs, whose
members often have diverse backgrounds and competencies.

For this study’s focus on team behavior predisposition and its association to team
effectiveness, it is noteworthy to make a distinction between team performance and team
effectiveness. Guzzo and Dickson (1996) stated that team performance accounts for the
outcomes of the team’s actions regardless of how the team may have accomplished the
task. Conversely, team effectiveness takes a more holistic perspective in considering not
only whether the team performed by completing a task but also how the team interacted
via team processes to achieve the team outcome. This holistic perspective 1s consistent
with BAT.

Typically, team effectiveness models have displayed two common traits (Shaw,
1976). First, they highlight the issues of process and outcome (i.e., how a group becomes
productive and what a group produces). Second, they highlight organizational or
environmental parameters, and the collective group. Bion’s BAT focused on the
coilective group, which makes especially relevant, for this study, team effectiveness
models built-on research regarding personality variables and team composition variables

(1.e., demographics).
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Personality

It has been reasonable to accept that the behavior of individual team members can
enhance or impede team effectiveness. Interpersonal conflicts, poor communication, lack
of team cohesiveness and disagreement over goals, etc. have been recognized as some of
the behavioral consequences of dysfunctional team member behavior (Reilly, Lynn, &
Aronson, 2002). From this, it seems self-evident that the behavioral predispositions of
team members can play a major role in the success or effectiveness of any team.

Reilly et al., like other researchers, supported the premise that demographic
variables (e.g. age, race, gender, seniority), abilities and personality variables were
examples of team member interpersonal characteristics that should be related to effective
or ineffective team behavior. The thought was that this should be especially true of
personality variables, which are a “mixture of values, temperament, coping strategies,
traits, character and motivation” (Reilly et al., p. 40). In other words, research involving
personality variables as sought to describe and predict the typical behavior of individuals
in team situations.

Halthill and colleagues (Halfhill et al., 2005) identified several events that have
led to a resurgence of interest in the personality composition of teams. First, personality
has increasingly been found to be a valid predictor of performance. Second, research on
groups has increased. And, third, business and industry, as well as other types of
organizations such as higher education, have demonstrated a sustained increase in the use
of teams, as well as a need for strategies designed to select group members.

Thelen’s perspective was that an individual’s “group-relevant aspects of

personality” affected team effectiveness (Stock & Thelen, 1958, p. 22). Individual
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personality has continued to be viewed as having an impact on team effectiveness
(Driskell,Hogan, & Salas, 1987). Supporting the concept of EW individual
predispositions, or group-relevant personality traits, Funder (2001) defined personality as
"an individual's characteristic patterns of thought, emotions, and behavior" (p. 2).

Despite the scarcity of research specifically related to team membership, research
in group dynamics has provided a basis for making predictions of how personality likely
contributes to team effectiveness (Hackman, 1987). Shaw (1981) suggested that the
individual characteristics of group members, as well as the diversity of skills and traits
within a group, were important variables related to team effectiveness.

However, research relating personality with team effectiveness has had only
mixed success (Driskell et al., 1987). One of the primary reasons proposed for the
inconsistency in research findings was the variation in task type, traits, and contexts
across studies. Driskell and colleagues offered a reason for the conflicting evidence with
regard to the role of personality in predicting team effectiveness having been, in part, the
lack of consensus about how personality was to be defined and measured (Driskell et al.,
1987). This lack of definition consensus has resulted in a proliferation of overlapping
traits and a broad, if not very comprehensive, accumulation of research on personality
and group effectiveness.

There have been a multitude of studies that have explored the relationship
between personality traits and team effectiveness (e.g., Barrick & Mount, 1991; Tett,
Jackson, & Rothstein, 1991). However, perhaps the most commonly referenced has been

the Five-Factor Model (McCrae, 1989) and the Big 5 model (Goldberg, 1993). These
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models related individual personality and team effectiveness and provided structure and
organization for a vast array of research defined personality traits (Digman, 1997).

Setting the stage for the Big 5, Cattell was one of the early most influential
researchers to apply empirical procedures to the task of constructing a personality
taxonomy (Goldberg, 1990). Facilitating Cattell’s original efforts were Allport and
Odbert (1936), who had catalogued 18,000 English personality-descriptive terms and
divided them into four groupings, the first of which included approximately 4,500 terms
that they had classified as stable traits. Cattell (1943) used this first trait list as a starting
point to construct 171 personality trait scales. Guided by the correlations among the 171
scales in some empirical analyses, Cattell (1943) developed a set of 35 bipolar clusters of
related terms.

His rating scales based on these clusters were then employed in various studies
(Cattell, 1945). While Cattell has repeatedly claimed to have identified at least a dozen
oblique factors, when Cattell's variables were analyzed by other researchers only five
factors have consistently proved to be replicable (McCrae & Costa, 1985; 1987), which
have become commonly known as the big five.

The subject five personality traits defined by these two models included: (a)
extraversion, (b) agreeableness, (c) conscientiousness, (d) emotional stability, and (e)
openness to experience (Barrick & Mount, 1991). Each of these five personality traits
were defined to consist of multiple facets or sub-traits, which can be assessed
independently of the trait that they belong to. The Big 5 framework has become one of
the most widely used and researched models of personality (John & Srivastava, 1999;

McCrae & Costa, 1995), although it has not been accepted universally (Block, 1995).
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Appendix C provides a table (adapted from Digman, 1997; Griffin & Bartholomew,
1994; John, 1990; and McCrae & Costa, 1996) providing an overview of different
models’ foundational variables and their relationship to the Big 5 personality framework.

Each of these five personality traits describes, relative to other people, the
frequency or intensity of a team member’s feelings, thoughts, or behaviors. It has been
broadly posited that everyone possesses all of the five traits to a greater or lesser degree.
For example, two team members could be described as agreeable, which by definition
states that agreeable people value getting along with others. But there could be significant
variation in the degree to which they were both agreeable. In other words, all of the Big 5
personality traits exist on a continuum rather than as attributes that a person does or does
not have (McCrae & Costa, 1995).

The Big 5 model offered an integrative framework for personality psychology
(Costa & McCrae, 1995; Goldberg, 1993; McCrae & John, 1992) by focusing on a core
set of behavioral traits that were proposed to enable understanding people by knowing
how much they display each of these five traits in their lives. Issues impacting universal
acceptance of the Big 5 have included: (a) researchers have not agreed on the precise
definitions of the five traits (Goldberg, 1990), and (b) the Big 5 model does not account
for situational dynamics in personality, that is, it does not consider that people might
behave differently in different situations (Block, 1995; McAdams, 1992; Pervin & Costa,
1999). However, personality traits continue to be looked at as a way for organizations to
maximize the effectiveness of teams (Campion, Medsker, & Higgs, 1993).

Meta-analyses (e.g., Barrick and Mount, 1991; Tett et al., 1991) have suggested

that the Big 5 personality traits have value for predicting how people behave and perform
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in teaming situations. Additionally, Jackson (1992), and Moreland and Levine (1992)
concluded that personality variables can be predictive of team performance. However,
most of the studies included in the meta-analytic research focused on the relationship
between the personality variables and individual performance, not team performance.

The Big 5 model presents the personality traits as a general explanatory
framework for interpersonal behavior (Reilly et al., 2002): (a) openness describes team
members that are imaginative, sensitive, intellectual, polished versus down to earth,
insensitive, narrow, crude, simple; (b) stability describes team members that are calm,
enthusiastic, poised, and secure, versus depressed, angry, emotional, and insecure; (c)
agreeableness describes team members that are good-natured, gentle, cooperative,
forgiving, hopeful versus irritable, ruthless, suspicious, uncooperative, inflexible; (d)
conscientiousness describes team members that are careful, thorough, achievement-
oriented, responsible, organized, self-disciplined, scrupulous versus irresponsible,
disorganized, undisciplined, unscrupulous; and (e) extraversion—introversion describes
team members that are sociable, talkative, assertive, active versus retiring, sober,
reserved, cautious.

Reilly and colleagues (Reilly et al., 2002) reported that research findings
suggested that while team member personality is related to team performance and other
variables important for the success of teams, different Big 5 personality variables predict
performance in different types of teams and the situational demands of the team task.
Regarding openness, it may be important for creative and imaginative team tasks but less
important, or even detrimental, when the task is of a more routine nature. Regarding

stability, the level of emotional stability has been positively related to team performance
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for a wide range of team tasks. Regarding agreeableness, it may be important for
performance in long-term teams with tasks that involve persuasion, or other socially-
related dimensions. When tasks do not require a high degree of social interaction, the
evidence suggests that agreeableness may actually inhibit performance in teams.
Regarding extraversion, it has been related to team performance when tasks involve
imaginative or creative activity but may inhibit performance when tasks call for precise,
sequential and logical behavior.

Of the Big 5 personality variables, conscientiousness has been found to have the
strongest and most reliable correlation with individual performance across job settings
(Barrick & Mount, 1991; 1995). This suggested that conscientiousness should be
positively related to team performance across a wide variety of tasks and settings.

Composition

As another key driver of team effectiveness has been team composition relativ