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It is natural and inevitable that work groups experience tensions in 
coordinating the interaction of their members ( e.g., Arrow, McGrath, & 
Berdahl, 2000; Guzzo & Shea, 1992; Smith & Berg, 1987). One of the 
classic trade-offs in group life, for example, is the tension between task 
and relationship focus ( e.g., Blake & Mouton, 1964; Guetzkow & Gyr, • 
1954). Does the group prefer harmonious relations or the absolute high­
est quality decisions? How any group handles this type of trade-off has 
profound implications for the relative success or failure of that group. If 
a group strongly prefers harmonious relations, for example, this is likely· .. 
to reduce the chances of group members challenging one another intel­
lectually due to the risk of offending those who are challenged. The overly> 
cooperative atmosphere in the group may not allow minority dissenttobe 
voiced, discouraging the group from thinking creatively or divergently ( cf. 
Nemeth, 1986). Thus, a strong relationship focus increases the likelihood:1 
that the group will not rigorously process all task information available 
to it. Irving Janis' (1982) groupthink phenomenon is a classic example of\ 
regulating for relationships to the exclusion of quality of the task at hand. 
In his book Victims of Groupthink, Janis (1982) argued that extreme pres.::. 
sures for unanimity can build in a cohesive group that confronts serious 
threat (high stress) and lacks norms of deliberative decision making. These• 
pressures cause decision makers to censor any misgivings they may have

1 

ignore outside information, and overestimate the group's chances of sue-:\ 
cess. Groupthink is a failure to appropriately regulate group tensions-·. a .,
recipe for poor quality decisions and an open invitation to disaster. . .•.. ' 

The tension between task and relationship focus is one of many trade • 
offs that groups face continually. Other tensions inherent in group lif< 
include the trade-offs between efficiency and effectiveness ( e.g., h<:5: 
much time to spend on a problem), the mix of cooperation and co:o:i 
titian among members ( e.g., working together or independently), gro 
versus individual identity ( e.g., a single common goal or multiple comp
ible goals), how open or closed the group should be to the outside wor

(e.g., the amount of external information used in decision making), ai 
how much to emphasize change versus stability. Although relatively litt 
research attention has been paid to how groups manage these tensions(fi 
exceptions see Altman, Vinsel, & Brown, 1981; Smith & Berg, 1981

virtually no energy has been focused on the role of leaders in helping -zcs· 

group to balance these tensions. This chapter addresses this gap mtlj 
literature by proposing that effective leadership is about helping a gro6 
maintain an appropriate balance across these various tensions. We us
self-regulation theory, also known as control theory, as the basis ofoW 
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analysis, arguing that regulation of group tensions is analogous to howindividuals self-regulate the natural tensions in their lives-and is essen­tial to successful group performance and decision making.

UNDERSTANDING GROUPS
AS SELF-REGULATING SYSTEMS

While the self-regulation perspective is most commonly applied to indi­vidual behavior, we also propose it here as a useful framework for explain­ing the relationship between naturally occurring group tensions, groupperfonnance, and the role of leadership in groups. Here we present it as amid-range theory that recognizes groups as adaptive and self-organizingsystems (Carver & Scheier, 1982; Vanco_uver, 2000). We argue that groupsoperate in a system of tensions that effects their perfonnance-includingthe interaction and processes within their boundaries as well as feedbackand events beyond their boundaries within the larger organization (Arrowet al., 2000; Karoly, 1993; McGrath, 1991). As applied to groups, the self­regulation perspective recognizes that groups are able to adapt and reor­ganize work practices in response to multiple system tensions by main­taining awareness of the trade-offs they make around these tensions. Thisprocess includes, (a) receiving task or goal assignments from the externalorganization, (b) interacting internally to coordinate their resources to bestaccomplish these assigned tasks or goals, and ( c) using external feedbackduring the course of task completion to adapt work practices and reduceany discrepancy between their goal progress and the desired goal (Carver& Scheier, 2000). 
This cycle of receiving feedback to assess current goal achievementand then modifying behavior accordingly is analogous to the psychologi­cal process of self-regulation in individuals. Here we call it group regu­lation. The word "group" is added to the word "regulation" because itassumes that the ability to adapt and re-organize comes from within thegroup system itself, rather than from any external source ( cf. Vancouver,1996). Group regulation means that the ability to adapt and respond toexternal feedback comes from refocusing internal activity. In other words,responding to external feedback requires an awareness of how internal ten­sions are focusing ( or biasing) group activity, of any discrepancy betweencurrent group progress toward the desired goal and external expectations,and of any changes to group activity necessary to accomplish that goal.Figure 7.1 shows this process. The main difference between individual
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