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DISCUSSION PROCEDURES 

A Test of a Functional Perspective 
AND DECISION-MAKING PERFORMANCE 

RANDY Y. HIROKAWA 
University of lo wa 

This study sought to obtain empirical data that either directly supports or refutes 
the “functional” perspective advanced by recent group decision-making 
theorists. Specifically, the study attempted to test the general claim that the 
group’s satisfaction of critical task-achievement functions (or requisite condi- 
tions) is a better predictor of decision-making performance than the discussion 
procedures it employs in arriving at a decision. A total of 48 three-member 
groups were randomly assigned to one of four different discussion formats. The 
groups were trained to use their assigned format in arriving at a decision regard- 
ing a human relations case. Two-way ANOVA revealed no significant main ef- 
fect f o r  ‘discussion format,” but a significant main effect for  ‘batisfaction of 
requisite conditions. ” No interaction effect was discovered. The findings thus 
offer strong support for  the ‘functional” perspective. Other analyses indicated 
that the satisfaction of certain requisite conditions may be more important than 
others in determining group decision-making success. 

Group decision-making scholars have traditionally assumed that the 
manner in which a group arrives at a decision plays an important role 
in determining whether it will arrive at a low- or high-quality decision. 
A number of authors, for example, have suggested that a group’s 
ability to arrive at a high-quality decision is enhanced when it ap- 
proaches its task or problem in an orderly and systematic manner 
(e.g., McBurney & Hance, 1950; Tinbergen, 1956; March & Simon, 
1958; Barnlund & Haiman, 1960; Maier, 1963; Delbecq, Van de Ven & 
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Gustafson, 1975; Kepner & Tregoe, 1968; Etzioni, 1968; Katz & Kahn, 
1978; Phillips, Pedersen & Wood, 1978; Scheidel & Crowell, 1979). 
Others have taken the opposite view and argued that group decision- 
making performance is enhanced when groups approach their task in 
an  unstructured manner (e.g., Lindblom, 1959; Pfiffner, 1960; Gor- 
don, 1961; Braybrooke & Lindblom, 1963; Diesing, 1967; Prince, 
1970; Rickards, 1974; Mintzberg, Raisinghani & Theoret, 1976). 

In recent years, however, an  increasing number of group decision- 
making theorists (e.g., Fisher, 1974; Janis & Mann, 1977; Hirokawa, 
1982a; Gouran, 1982; Gouran & I-Iirokawa, 1983; Poole, 1983) have 
advanced the general argument that the manner in which a group ar- 
rives at a decision may be a relatively unimportant variable for effec- 
tive decision making. Rather, they suggest that what is important for 
effective decision making is the fact that the group’s procedures allow 
it to satisfy certain critical decision-making functions. As Gouran 
(1982, p. 30) recently argued, 

Although [a systematic decision-making scheme] can be very useful in 
keeping a decision-making discussion focused on  the requirements of 
the question, you can fall prey to the belief that the sequence itself 
rather than the qualities of mind it represents is what determines a 
group’s effectiveness. That is probably why experimental tests of stan- 
dard agendas and their effects on the quality of decisions have yielded 
inconsistent results . . . it would be a mistake for you to  assume that by 
simply going through a set of steps a group will automatically make a 
good decision. What happens at  each stage and how well necessary 
functions are executed are the real determinants of success. 

Although the functional perspective advanced by recent group 
decision-making theorists appears to be a reasonable one, it is impor- 
tant to note that its empirical validity has yet to  be directly established. 
In point of fact, although a number of researchers (e.g., Maier & 
Solem, 1952; Maier & Maier, 1957; Lanzetta & Roby, 1960; Brilhart & 
Jochem, 1964; Bower, 1965; Bayless, 1967; Larson, 1969; Hall & Wat- 
son, 1970; Holloman & Hendricks, 1972; Nemiroff & King, 1975; 
Hirokawa, 1982b) have examined the effects of various types of 
decision-making schemes on group decision-making performance, no 
one has directly tested the notion that it is the performance of critical 
decision-making functions, rather than the procedural steps followed 
by the group, which actually determines whether it will arrive at  a low- 
or high-quality decision. This investigation represents such a test. 
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OVERVIEW OF FUNCTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

The functional perspective advanced by recent theorists is based 
upon the general assumption that every decision-making task imposes 
certain requirements or “requisite conditions” (Gouran & Hirokawa, 
1983) that must be satisfied in order for a group to complete the task 
successfully. These requirements or requisite conditions essentially 
represent the criticalfunctions that must be performed by the group in 
order for it to arrive at a high-quality decision. Although acknowledg- 
ing that these requisite conditions or functions are likely to vary from 
situation to situation and are affected by any of a number of different 
variables-for example, the type of question a group is discussing, the 
risks or consequences associated with the decision, the degree of crisis 
present in the situation prompting a decision, knowledge and the 
possibilities for acquiring relevant information, the importance of the 
issue, and so on-advocates of a functional perspective suggest that 
there are several general functions common to most group decision- 
making tasks (Janis & Mann, 1977; Hirokawa, 1982; Gouran & 
Hirokawa, 1983). They include the following: 

( 1 )  The group needs to understand thoroughly and accurately the problem 
presented to it.  Given the information available to it, the group needs to 
arrive at a “correct” understanding of (a) the nature of the problem, (b) 
the extent and seriousness of the problem, and (c) the cause(s) of the 
problem. 

(2) The group must marshal a range of realistic and acceptable alternatives. 
The group must be aware of a number of appropriate and feasible alter- 
native choices among which an acceptable choice is assumed to exist. 

( 3 )  The group must assess thorough& and accurately the positive conse- 
quences associated with each alternative choice. Given the information 
available to it, the group needs to recognize all important positive im- 
plications and outcomes likely to result from the selection of each alter- 
native choice. 

(4) The group must assess thoroughly and accurately the negative conse- 
quences associated with each alternative choice. Given the information 
available to it, the group needs to recognize all important negative im- 
plications and outcomes likely to result from the selection of each aiter- 
native choice. 

From a functional perspective, then, the discussion format or 
strategy employed by a group is important for successful group 
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decision-making performance only insofar as it helps a group to  ac- 
complish critical task-completion functions-for example, the four 
aforementioned requirements described above. Stated another way, 
the perspective suggests that it is the group’s satisfaction of critical 
requisite conditions, rather than the decision-making procedures em- 
ployed to  do so, that determines whether it will arrive at a high-quality 
decision. 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT RESEARCH 

Although there is no direct empirical support for the functional 
perspective, there does appear to be some indirect support for it. In a 
study by Brilhart and Jochem (1964), for example, the researchers ex- 
amined the effects of three problem-solving discussion strategies on 
group problem-solving effectiveness: (1) a criteria-ideation format 
where the groups were encouraged to discuss the nature of the prob- 
lem and criteria for a good solution before attempting to generate 
alternative solutions; (2) an ideation-criteria format where the groups 
were encouraged to discuss the nature of the problem and generate 
possible alternative solutions before considering criteria for a good 
solution; and (3) a problem-solution format where the groups were en- 
couraged to discuss the nature of the problem and generate possible 
alternative solutions without considering the criteria for a good solu- 
tion. The researchers found no significant differences among the three 
discussion formats, with all three, in fact, producing high-quality 
decisions. Given that all three discussion strategies basically required 
the groups (at least in principle) to satisfy the four aforementioned re- 
quisite conditions, the findings of this study appear to suggest that it is 
the group’s accomplishment of important decision-making functions, 
rather than the procedural steps that it employs to do so, that 
ultimately affects its decision-making performance. Unfortunately, 
however, because no attempt was made to assess the extent to which 
the groups in the three conditions accomplished (or failed to  ac- 
complish) those requisite functions, the findings of this study offer 
nothing more than indirect support for the functional perspective. 

In a related study, Bayless (1967) examined the effects of three dif- 
ferent patterns of discussion on group problem-solving effectiveness: 
(1) an ideation-criteria format; (2 )  a criteria-ideation format; and (3) a 
PERT format. Like Brilhart and Jochem, Bayless found that all three 
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discussion formats tended to produce high-quality decisions, with no 
strategy producing a significantly greater number of high-quality deci- 
sions than the others. Given the fact that all three strategies required 
the group to accomplish the same predecisional functions (i.e., 
analyze the problem, generate alternative solutions, and evaluate 
alternative solutions), with the only difference being the order in 
which those functions were addressed, the findings of this study also 
appear to indicate that it is the group’s accomplishment of critical 
decision-making functions, rather than the decision-making pro- 
cedures employed, that actually determines whether it will arrive at a 
low- or high-quality decision. Once again, however, because no at- 
tempt was made to assess the extent to which the groups in the study 
accomplished (or failed to accomplish) critical predecisional functions, 
the study unfortunately offers nothing more than indirect support for 
the functional perspective. 

Still more indirect support for the functional perspective is pro- 
vided by Larson (1969). In this investigation, the researcher compared 
four problem-solving sequences: (1) no pattern, where the group was 
given a problem to solve but no outline of steps to follow; (2) single- 
question format, where the group was provided with a sequence of 
five logically ordered questions; (3) ideal-solution format, where the 
group was provided with a four-step set of questions; and (4) 
reflective-thinking format, where the group was provided with an 
agenda similar to Dewey’s (1910) five-step model. In essence, all three 
“patterned” formats required the groups to address the same predeci- 
sional functions (i.e., analyze the problem, generate alternative solu- 
tions, evaluate alternative solutions), albeit in different orders, 
whereas the “no pattern” condition did not require groups to address 
such functions. Larson found that the single-question, ideal-solution, 
and reflective-thinking formats produced a significantly greater 
number of correct solutions than the “no pattern” approach, 
although, once again, there were no significant differences among the 
number of correct solutions produced by the three patterned ap- 
proaches. Given the nature of the experimental conditions, the results 
of this investigation again appear to indicate that regardless of how 
groups approach their task or problem, high-quality decisions are 
more likely to occur when certain task-achievement functions are ef- 
fectively managed by the group. However, because Larson did not 
assess the extent to which the groups in his experimental conditions ac- 
complished (or failed to accomplish) critical requisite functions, this 
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study also failed to constitute a direct test of the functional 
perspective. 

In a recent investigation, Hirokawa and Pace (1983) offer still more 
indirect support for the functional perspective. In their study, the 
researchers examined the decision-making interaction of groups that 
had arrived at low- or high-quality decisions. The purpose of the study 
was to identify communication patterns that might account for the 
differences in decision quality. Using an unstructured analytic 
scheme, the researchers found no differences between the decision- 
making procedures utilized by “effective” or “ineffective” groups, 
but found a consistent difference between those two sets of groups in 
regards to their satisfaction of two decision-making functions: (1) 
analysis of the problem, and (2) evaluation of alternative choices. In 
short, Hirokawa and Pace discovered that regardless of how groups 
arrived at a decision, those that arrived at high-quality decisions tended 
to do a more effective job of accomplishing the two functions than the 
groups that arrived at a low-quality decision. Once again, however, the 
findings of this study offer no more than indirect support for the 
functional perspective because no attempt was made to assess the 
extent to which those requisite conditions were satisfied by the groups in 
the study. 

PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Although the findings of previous researchers appear to indicate 
that the discussion format used by a group may be a relatively un- 
important variable for successful decision making so long as it results 
in the group’s satisfaction of certain critical requisite conditions 
(or functions)-for example, analysis of the problem, evaluation of 
choices, and so on-they constitute nothing more than indirect em- 
pirical support for the functional perspective. In order to establish 
conclusively the validity of such a perspective, it is essential that we 
obtain empirical data, which directly demonstrate that the group’s ac- 
complishment of important task-achievement functions is a better 
predictor of decision-making success than the discussion procedures 
it employs in arriving at a decision. This investigation seeks to obtain 
such evidence. 



Hirokawa / DECISION-MAKING PERFORMANCE 209 

METHOD 

SELECTION OF DISCUSSION FORMATS 

In order to accomplish the objective of this study, several different 
discussion formats were selected. The principal concern in selecting 
these formats was to ensure comparable diversity-that is, each 
discussion format used in the study should (1) lead a group to arrive at 
a decision in a different manner, yet (2) allow the group to satisfy ef- 
fectively the critical requisite conditions for the group task. After a 
thorough review of the extant literature, four discussion formats were 
selected for use in this investigation: (1) a Reflective-Thinking format 
(Dewey, 1910); (2) an Ideal-Solution format (Larson, 1969); (3) a 
Single-Question format (Larson, 1969); and (4) a Free Discussion for- 
mat (Maier & Maier, 1957). 

Reflective Thinking Format. Since its initial introduction in 1910, 
Dewey’s “Steps to Reflective Thinking” have been presented and 
organized in a variety of different ways. In this study, groups assigned 
to this format were required to carry out their discussion in the follow- 
ing manner: 

(1) Begin by identifying the limits and specific nature of the problem. 
(2) Next, identify the cause(s) and consequence(s) of the problem. 
(3) Next, identify the qualities or characteristics of an acceptable solution 

(4) Next, identify all possible alternative solutions to the problem. 
( 5 )  Next, evaluate each alternative against the qualities of an acceptable 

(6) Finally, select the best alternative solution. 

to the problem. 

solution. 

Ideal-Solution Format. This particular decision-making format 
was developed by Larson (1969), and is based upon the work of 
Kepner and Tregoe (1965). Groups assigned to this format were re- 
quired to discuss their problem in the following manner: 

(1) Begin by identifying the nature of the problem. 
(2) Next, identify the ideal solution from the standpoint of all parties in- 

volved in the problem. 
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(3) Next, identify possible changes that could be brought about to  remedy 

(4) Finally, select the alternative solution that best approximates the ideal 
the problem. 

solution from the standpoint of interested parties. 

Single-Question Format. This decision-making format was also 
developed by Larson (1969), and is derived from the work of Bloom 
and Broder (1961). Groups assigned to this format were required to 
carry out their discussion in the following manner: 

(1) Begin by identifying the single, most critical question that needs to be 

(2) Next, identify the important subquestions that must be answered 

(3) Given the information available, formulate reasonable answers to  the 

(4) Once the subquestions and main question have been answered, decide 

answered before the group can arrive at a final decision. 

before the single question can be answered. 

subquestions. 

on the best solution to the problem. 

Free Discussion Format. This discussion format was initially 
developed by Maier and Maier (1957), and essentially served as a 
“control” for the study. Groups assigned to this format were not pro- 
vided with any systematic decision-making format, but rather, were 
told simply to discuss the problem and come up with the best possible 
solution to it. 

EXPERIMENT PROCEDURES 

The participants in the study consisted of 162 undergraduate 
volunteers recruited from various sections of introductory com- 
munication courses at a large midwestern university. They ranged in 
age from 18 to 31 years (x = 20.4), and represented a variety of 
academic majors. In being recruited for the study, the volunteers were 
simply told that they would be participating in a study of group 
decision-making. No other information regarding the nature of the 
study was provided until after the experiment had been completed. 

Each participant was randomly assigned to one of 54 three-member 
groups. Each of these groups, in turn, was randomly assigned to  one 
of the four experimental conditions. In all, 14 groups were assigned to  
both the reflective-thinking and single-question conditions, and 13 



Hirokawa / DECISION-MAKING PERFORMANCE 21 1 

groups were assigned to both the ideal-solution and free discussion 
conditions, 

Groups in each of the four conditions initially received systematic 
instruction in the use of their assigned discussion format. In order to 
ensure unbiased instruction in all four conditions, an assistant, blind 
to the purpose of the study, instructed the groups using a standardized 
format. Special care was taken to ensure that the groups in each of the 
four conditions fully understood how to use their assigned discussion 
format. 

After receiving instructions in the use of its discussion format, each 
group was presented with the same group decision-making task. The 
task essentially required the group to decide on an appropriate course 
of action for disciplining a student who had been caught plagiarizing 
on a class assignment. Great care was taken to provide each group 
with all of the essential information necessary to complete the task 
successfully. I 

Each group was given a maximum time of one hour to discuss the 
case using its assigned format and arrive at a group decision regarding 
the appropriate action to be taken. With the permission of the group, 
each discussion was videotaped or audiotaped for later use in the 
study. 

MANIPULATION CHECK 

Following the completion of the experiment, two undergraduate 
students from an advanced course in group communication were 
trained to review the recorded discussions and determine whether each 
group followed the discussion format assigned to it. In order to 
minimize observer bias, the observers were not informed of the pur- 
pose of the study or the particular experimental condition to which 
each group had been assigned. They were simply provided with a 
thorough description of each of the four formats and instructed to 
listen to each discussion and determine whether the group appeared to 
follow (a) a reflective-thinking format, (b) an ideal-solution format, 
(c) a single-question format, or (d) a free-discussion format. 

The results of the checks revealed that the majority of the groups 
appeared to follow the discussion format assigned to it. Intercoder 
agreement using Cohen’s (1968) Kappa statistic (a conservative 
measure of reliability) was assessed at .91, well above the standard 
criterion of .75. Specifically, the observers noted that only six of the 
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54 groups failed to follow the discussion format assigned to it. Of 
those six groups, one came from the “reflective-thinking” condition, 
two came from the “ideal-solution” condition, and three came from 
the “single- question” condition. In each case, the problem concerned 
the fact that the group failed to address one or more steps in the se- 
quence. These six groups were eliminated from the study. In all, then, 
48 groups were retained for the study. 

ACHIEVEMENT OF CRITICAL FUNCTIONS 

Upon completion of the treatment checks, three undergraduate 
students from an advanced course in group communication were 
trained to assess the extent to which each of the 48 groups appeared to 
achieve certain critical task-achievement functions. Specifically, they 
were instructed to rate each group’s satisfaction of the following four 
generally accepted requisite conditions for effective group decision 
making. 

(1) Thorough and accurate understanding of the choice-making situation. 
(2) Identification of a range of realistic alternative courses of action. 
(3) Thorough and accurate assessment of the positive qualities or conse- 

(4) Thorough and accurate assessment of the negative qualities or conse- 
quences associated with alternative choices. 

quences associated with alternative choices. 

Ratings were done on five-point scales, where a “1” indicated that 
the group did not appear to satisfy that requisite condition, and a “5” 
indicated that the group did appear to satisfy that requisite condition. 
Specifically, the following scales were utilized by the raters: 

(1) How thorough and accurate was the group’s assessment of the choice- 
making situation? 

Not Very 1 2 3 4 5 Very 

Not Very I 2 3 4 5 Very 
(2) How realistic was the range of alternatives generated by the group? 

(3) How thorough and accurate was the group’s evaluation of the positive 
qualities of alternative choices? 

Not Very 1 2 3 4 5 Very 
(4) How thorough and accurate was thegroup’s evaluation of the negative 

qualities of alternative choices? 
Not Very 1 2 3 4 5 Very 
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In making their evaluations, the raters were instructed to work in- 
dependently and review each discussion several times before com- 
pleting their ratings. They were also trained to base their evaluations 
on a perception of the extent to which each requisite condition was ef- 
fectively satisfied. Because estimates of interrater agreement using 
Ebel’s (1951) intraclass correlation procedure revealed satisfactory 
levels of agreement-for instance, .89 (Choice-making Situation), .86 
(Alternatives Considered), .90 (Positive Consequences), .88 (Negative 
Consequences)-ratings for each of the four requisite conditions were 
summed and averaged for each group to produce four mean rating 
scores. 

EVALUATION OF GROUP DEClSlONS 

Theoretical foundation. As a number of social policy experts (e.g., 
Kahn, 1973; Simon, 1976; Carley, 1980) have pointed out, the evalua- 
tion of policy decisions can never be accomplished in a perfectly “ob- 
jective” manner because such decisions inherently reflect individual 
values and preferences that can never be proven to be correct or incor- 
rect. As such, most policy experts recognize and acknowledge the fact 
that the evaluation of policy decisions necessarily involves a great deal 
of subjectivity. 

Policy experts nevertheless agree that it is possible to systematize 
the evaluation of policy decisions so as to minimize the amount of ar- 
bitrariness involved in the evaluation process. Specifically, they sug- 
gest that an appropriate way to establish the relative superiority of one 
decision over another is to demonstrate that those likely to be affected 
by the policy decision judged one alternative to be “better” than 
another according to specific agreed-upon standards (or criteria). Such 
a procedure was used in this study to evaluate the group decisions. 

Identification of evaluation criteria. The first step in the evaluation 
process called for the identification of “commonly accepted” evalua- 
tion criteria. The identification of these standards was accomplished 
in two phases. First, the researchers surveyed a random sample of 50 
undergraduate students to discover what they believed to be the most 
appropriate criterion (or criteria) that ought to be used in deciding 
upon a disciplinary action for students caught plagiarizing. Their sug- 
gestions were tabulated and a list of “consensus” criteria (ie., those 
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suggested by at least 90% of the respondents) was generated. Next, the 
researcher surveyed a second random sample of 20 teaching assistants 
and professors to discover what they believed to be the most ap- 
propriate criterion (or criteria) that ought to be used in deciding upon 
a disciplinary action for students caught plagiarizing. Their sugges- 
tions were also tabulated and a second list of “consensus” criteria was 
generated. The researcher then compared the two lists of criteria and 
selected those that appeared on both. They included the following: 

(1) Reasonableness: The disciplinary action must fit the facts of the case; 
that is, it must not be too lenient or too severe given the nature of the 
offense and the circumstances surrounding the case. 

(2 )  Fairness: The disciplinary action should reflect the concerns of all par- 
ties involved (i.e., the student, the class, and the professor), and should 
be judged as a fair and appropriate punishment by all parties 
concerned. 

Ratings of group decisions. Having identified a set of “commonly 
accepted” evaluation criteria, the researcher obtained a random sam- 
ple of 30 undergraduate students and 5 teaching assistants and pro- 
fessors and asked them to rate the 48 group decisions using those two 
criteria. Specifically, they were asked to award two separate scores to 
each decision: (1) a score of between 1 and 5 for reasonableness, where 
a “1 ” indicated that the recommended action was “very unreasonable” 
and a “5” indicated that it was “very reasonable”; and (2) a score of 
between 1 and 5 for fairness, where a “1”indicated that the recommend- 
ed action was “very unfair to one or more parties” and a “5” indicated 
that it was “very fair to all parties.” In making these evaluations, the 
raters were provided with the same background information that had 
been presented to the groups. However, in order to ensure unbiased 
evaluations, no information regarding the nature of the study was 
provided until the evaluators had completed their ratings of the group 
decisions. 

Quantifying decision-making performance. After the two sets of 
raters had evaluated the group decisions, Ebel’s (195 1) intraclass cor- 
relation procedure was initially used to assess the degree of within and 
between set agreement among the various raters. Because the results 
of this analysis indicated a satisfactory degree of agreement within 
and between the two sets of raters-that is, .87 (student ratings for 
“reasonableness”), .85 (student ratings for “fairness”), .92 (instruc- 
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tor ratings for “reasonableness”), .89 (instructor ratings for 
‘‘fairness”), .90 (combined ratings for “reasonableness”), and .87 
(combined ratings for “fairness”)-the 35 separate ratings were 
summed and averaged such that each decision received a single mean 
rating on each criterion. These mean ratings were then correlated with 
one another to determine whether it was justifiable to sum them to 
produce a single quantitative measure of decision-making perfor- 
mance. Because the results of the analysis revealed a high degree of 
correlation between the two criteria (r = .91), the ratings were com- 
bined to form a single “decision quality” score that could range from 
a low of 2 to a high 10. 

RESULTS 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE 

The data were initially analyzed using a simple ANOVA design, 
with two independent variables (“Discussion Format” and “Number 
of Requisite Conditions Satisfied”) and one dependent variable 
(“Decision Quality”).’ In the case of the second independent variable, 
a cut-off value of 3.5 (on the five-point scale) was used to determine 
whether a particular requisite condition had been satisfied. Thus, for 
example, if a group received a rating of 3.5 or more on a given requisite 
condition, it was assumed to have satisfied that function, whereas, if it 
received a rating of 3.4 or less on that condition, it was assumed to have 
failed to satisfy it. Table 1 presents the complete data set. 

The results of the analysis revealed no significant main effect for 
“discussion format” (F = .157; df = 3,28; p > .05; power estimate 
= .31).“ This indicates that none of the four discussion formats was 
associated with significantly lower- or higher-quality group decisions. 

The results of the analysis, however, did reveal a significant main 
effect for the “number of requisite conditions satisfied” by the group 
(F = 22.956; df = 4,28; p < .OS; eta2 = .72). This indicates that 
variations in the quality of group decisions were systematically 
associated with variations in the number of requisite conditions 
satisfied by a gr0up.l The results of the analysis revealed no signifi- 
cant interaction effect between the two independent variables (F = 
.534; df = 9,28; p > .05; power estimate = .37).6 
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Having discovered a significant main effect for the “number of 
requisite conditions satisfied,” Scheffe’s (1959) multiple range com- 
parison procedure was employed to test for significant differences 
among the five levels of that independent variable: (1) no conditions 
satisfied, (2) one condition satisfied, (3) two conditions satisfied, (4) 
three conditions satisfied, and ( 5 )  all four conditions satisfied. The 
results of the analysis are presented in Table 2. They indicate that (1) 
groups satisfying two or more of the requisite conditions produced 
significantly higher quality decisions than groups satisfying less than 
two of those conditions; and (2) groups satisfying three or more of the 
requisite conditions produced significantly higher-quality decisions 
than groups satisfying less than three of those conditions. 

MULTIPLE DISCRIMINANT ANALYSIS 

Having discovered that the quality of a group’s decision appears to 
be systematically related to the group’s satisfaction of requisite condi- 
tions, a final analysis was conducted to determine whether a 
systematic relationship could be found between group decision- 
making performance and the satisfaction of specific requisite condi- 
tions. This analysis involved the use of multiple discriminant analysis. 
The four requisite conditions served as the discriminating (or “predic- 
tor”) variables in the analysis and were entered in a stepwise manner 
based on the discriminating power of the given variable. Wilks’s lamb- 
da served as the stepwise criterion. Three levels of decision-making 
performance-that is, “high” (7.9 - 10.0), “medium” (4.5 - 7.8) 
and “low’ (2.0 - 4.4)-were employed as the “groups” variable in 
the analysis. The standard deviation of the decision quality scores was 
used to establish the three levels so as to ensure significant differences 
between the means of those levels. The complete range of group deci- 
sion scores was represented in the analysis. 

The analysis revealed one significant discriminant function (Xz = 
70.767; df = 8; p < .05) that accounted for 97.54% of the variance. 
The best discriminating variables appeared to be “assessment of 
negative qualities’’ (r = .919; p < .05) and “assessment of choice- 
making situation” (r = .625; < .05). Interestingly, only a moderate 
(and statistically nonsignificant) relationship was discovered between 
“assessment of positive qualities” and decision-making performance 
(r = .297; p > .05), and virtually no relationship appeared to exist 
between the group’s “identification of alternative choices” and the 
quality of its decision (r = - .025; > .05). In short, the results of the 
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Reflective 
thinking 2.6 

Ideal 
solution 

Single 2.0 
question 2.6 

5.8 

Free 
discussion 

- 
x = 3.25 

TABLE 1 

Summary of ANOVA Data 

5.2 7.3 6.8 
2.6 5.5 9.2 7.3 

6 .a 7.9 
6.8 9.2 

3 .a 7.0 
2.6 5.2 6 .a 
6.1 6.6 7.9 

6.8 9.2 

4.8 6.8 
2.6 5.5 7.9 

6 .a 8.6 

2.0 4.8 6.8 7.3 
3.8 5.2 7.3 
5.1 5.5 9.2 

6 .a 9.2 
- - X = 3.54 x = 6.07 x = 7.89 

Number of Requisite Conditions Satisfied 
0 1 2 3 4 

9.2 

9.2 

9.2 

- 
X = 9.20 

- 
X = 6.44 

- 
X = 6.47 

- 
X = 5.69 

- 
x = 6.08 

multiple discriminant analysis appear to indicate that a group’s ability 
to arrive at a high-quality decision is contingent solely upon its ability 
to (1) understand the nature of the choice-making situation, and (2) 
recognize the negative qualities or consequences associated with 
available choices. Table 3 summarizes the results of the analysis. 

DISCUSSION 

This study sought to obtain empirical data that either directly sup- 
ported or refuted the “functional” perspective advanced by recent 
group decision-making scholars. Specifically, the study attempted to 
test the general claim that the group’s satisfaction of critical task- 
achievement functions (or requisite conditions) is a better predictor of 
decision-making performance than the discussion procedures it 
employs in arriving at a decision. 

The findings of this study appear to offer strong support for the 
“functional’’ perspective. In particular, it was discovered that 
regardless of the type of discussion format used by a group, those that 
satisfied at least two or more of the critical requisite conditions ex- 
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TABLE 2 

Multiple Range Comparisons 

Contrast Value S. Error T Value D. F. T Probability 

0 vs. 1 
0 vs. 2 
0 vs. 3 
0 vs. 4 
1 vs. 2 
1 vs. 3 
1 vs. 4 
2 vs. 3 
2 vs. 4 
3 vs. 4 

,175 
2.827 
4.643 
5.950 
2.652 
4.468 
5.775 
1.81 5 
3.122 
1.307 

,741 
.669 
,680 
,924 
,514 
.530 
,819 
.423 
.754 
.765 

.236 
4.228 
6.820 
6.439 
5.160 
8.436 
7.050 
4.292 
4.138 
1.708 

43 
43 
43 
43 
43 
43 
43 
43 
43 
43 

> .05 
<.05 
<.05 
< .05 
<.05 
< .05 
< .05 
< .05 
<.05 
>.05 

amined in this study tended to produce significantly higher-quality 
decisions than those that failed to do so. These findings thus appear to 
support the “functional” view that it is the satisfaction of important 
requisite conditions, rather than the procedures that are employed to 
do so, that actually determines whether a group will arrive at a low- or 
high-quality decision. 

In addition to providing strong empirical support for the “func- 
tional” perspective, however, the study also provides some potentially 
useful data for enhancing our understanding of that perspective. 
Specifically, it was discovered that although the satisfaction of critical 
requisite conditions is an important determinant of high-quality group 
decision making, such a relationship may be contingent upon the 
satisfaction of specific requisite functions. Stated another way, the 
findings of the study suggest that although the satisfaction of the four 
requisite functions, in general, is important for high-quality decision 
making, the satisfaction of certain conditions may be more important 
than others in determining decision-making success. 

In this study, for example, it was discovered that group decision- 
making performance appeared to be most dependent upon the group’s 
ability to “understand the choice-making situation,” as well as 
“assess the negative qualities or consequences associated with alter- 
native choices.” More specifically, it was found that groups satisfying 
these two requisite functions appeared to produce higher-quality de- 
cisions than groups failing to satisfy those two functions, even though 
those groups may have satisfied one or both of the other two functions 
examined in this study (i.e., “identification of a range of alternatives” 
and “assessment of positive qualities or consequences associated with 
alternative choices’ ’). 
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The discovery that the satisfaction of certain requisite conditions 
may be more important than others in producing high-quality deci- 
sions appears to make a great deal of intuitive sense. Specifically, it 
seems reasonable to suspect that for any given decision-making task, 
there are certain functions (or requisite conditions) that must be ac- 
complished by the group if it is to arrive at a high-quality decision. For 
example, one can reasonably argue that a “thorough and accurate 
understanding of the choice-making situation” is an essential prereq- 
uisite for effective decision-making because without such an 
understanding, the group will generally be unable to determine 
whether a particular course of action is appropriate for, and therefore 
likely to be effective in, that particular situation. Similarly, it seems 
equally reasonable to suggest that a “thorough and accurate 
understanding of the negative qualities or consequences associated 
with alternative choices” is also an essential prerequisite of high-quality 
decision making because the absence of such an understanding can 
prevent the group from recognizing “faulty” (or otherwise problematic) 
alternative choices. 

Given the discovery that the satisfaction of certain task functions 
may be more important than others in producing high-quality deci- 
sions, the critical question that emerges at this point concerns the 
generalizability of this finding. Specifically, one needs to ask whether 
such a finding is applicable to all types of decision-making tasks, or 
only to particular types of tasks. Clearly, the answer to this question is 
beyond the scope of this investigation. However, it seems equally clear 
that future researchers and theorists need to take note of it. To be 
sure, if we are to eventually develop a full-fledged “functional 
theory” of group decision making, we need to identify, for any given 
task and situation, the critical functions that must be accomplished by 
a group in order for it to arrive at a high-quality decision. 

Along these lines, another important question that needs to be ad- 
dressed by future researchers concerns the extent to which any given 
requisite condition needs to be satisfied in order for it to affect 
positively group decision-making performance. For example, the 
results of this study indicate that a group’s ability to arrive at a high- 
quality decision is dependent upon its ability to “thoroughly and ac- 
curately understand the choice-making situation.” However, what 
was not resolved in this study is the question of how thorough or ac- 
curate must that understanding be? Quite obviously, there can be 
varying degrees of satisfaction for any given requisite condition, and it 
is therefore imperative that we determine the minimum levels of 



Hirokawa / DECISION-MAKING PERFORMANCE 221 

satisfaction that are necessary in order for effective group decision 
making to take place. 

To the extent that the results of this study offer strong empirical 
support for a “functional theory” of group decision making, it seems 
clear that those in the business of teaching groups how to function as 
effective decision makers ought to begin recognizing that the emphasis 
of instruction needs to move away from discussion procedures and 
formats (e.g., “standard agendas”), and more towards the effects or 
consequences of those procedures and formats. In other words, in- 
structors need to make certain that successful decision making is the 
result of the satisfaction of critical task requirements (or conditions), 
rather than the discussion procedures that are employed in reaching a 
decision. In this regard, then, the emphasis of group discussion in- 
struction should focus on the identification and satisfaction of 
critical task-achievement functions. 

NOTES 

I .  The decision-making task was originally designed by Dennis Gouran and has 
been used in several recent investigations (Gouran, 1983; Hirokawa &Pace, 1983). The 
complete case study and accompanying information can be obtained from this author. 

2. One of the problems that a researcher encounters in training people to rate the ex- 
tent to which a given function or requisite condition is satisfied by a group is to make 
certain that the rating is based on perceived quality rather thanfrequency of discussion. 
In other words, the raters must be trained to base their ratings on their perception of 
whether or not requisite conditions were satisfied, regardless of the amount of effort 
that was devoted toward their satisfaction. In order to check whether the raters did what 
they were supposed to do, four additional undergraduate students were trained to 
reanalyze four randomly selected groups from each of the four discussion conditions 
(N = 16). Two of the raters were trained to assess the amount ofeffort that each group 
devoted toward the satisfaction of each of the four requisite conditions. Although the 
other two raters were trained to assess the extent to which those four requisite condi- 
tions were actually satisfied by each group. In essence, the first set of raters presumably 
did what the original raters were not supposed to do, and the second set of raters 
presumably did what the original raters were supposed to do. After checking interrater 
agreements using Ebel’s (1951) procedure (all were found to exceed .75), each set of 
ratings was summed and averaged, then correlated with the original ratings. Clearly, if 
the original raters did what they were supposed to do, there should be a lower correla- 
tion between the original ratings and the first set of ratings, than between the original 
ratings and the second set of ratings, because prior research (e.g., Hirokawa, 1982) has 
indicated that the amount of effort a group devotes toward accomplishing task- 
achievement functions is not necessarily correlated with the satisfactory accomplish- 
ment of those functions. As expected, results of the analysis indicated a moderate (r = 
.56) correlation between the original ratings and the first set of ratings, but a high cor- 
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relation (r = .91) between the original ratings and the second set of ratings. This was 
taken as partial evidence establishing the validity of the original ratings. 

3 .  The obvious alternate analysis procedure is the analysis of covariance. The 
ANOVA procedure was used in this study for two reasons: (1) it is more easily concep- 
tualized, and (2) available analysis of covariance software does not allow for tests of 
covariate X treatment or covariate X covariate interactions. 

4. Power estimate is based on an “effect size” of .27. 
5 .  The reader might want to compare the results of the ANOVA with the results of 

an analysis of covariance. Using “discussion, format” as the independent variable, 
“decision quality” as the dependent variable, and the ratings of the four requisite con- 
ditions as the covariates, the analysis of covariance reveal no significant main effect for 
the independent variable (F = ,122; df = 3; p >.05; power estimate = .31). However, 
a significant effect was discovered for the covariates (F = 63.181; df = 4; p < .05; eta’ 
= .86). In particular, the analysis revealed that the group’s “assessment of the negative 
qualities” (F = 32.978; df = 1 ;  p < .05; regression coefficient = 1.289) and “assess- 
ment of choice-making situation” (F = 11.570; df = 1 ;  p < .05; regression coefficient 
= ,879) accounted for most of the variance. Interesting, no significant effects were 
discovered for “identification of alternatives” (F = 2.217; df = I ;  p >.05; regression 
coefficient = ,386) and “assessment of positive qualities” (F = 1.255; df = 1; p > .05; 
regression coefficient = ,287). 

6. Power estimate based on an “effect size” of .27. 
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