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PREFACE

The following report grew out of an interest in groups the
writer had while working on his master's degree. These groups in-
cluded clubs, organizations, and committee groups which the writer
had frequent contact with during his graduate assistantship, The
writer became very much interested in the small group process as a
result, The belief that beneficial results may be accomplished

through the group process have always been the writers personal bias,
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION: PRIMARY TENSION

Primary social tension in small group discussion is a pro-
blem that has been characteristic of mankind in all aspects of life,
It exists in almost all newly formed small groups in all areas whether
they be governmental, occupational, religious, social, academic,
therapeutic, or any other group that may exist, Primary tension acts
as an inhibitor to the free flow in the exchange of communication
within small groups, It is this inhibitlon to the free flow that is
one of the causes of the problem of loss of meaningful dialogue among
members of the group, This inhibition, primary tension, stops the
art process of the blending of individuals within the group th;ough
group conversation, The following poem from John Dewey's (1934) Art

as Experience illustrates somewhat this art process of group conver-

satlion,

“Any experience is an art experience if it has
harmony, balance and rhythm, and if every successive
part flows freely into what ensues with no sacri-
fice of the self-identity of any of the parts...
Indeed, leaders often have the feeling that in the
group process unrelated individuals like unrelated
pigments become related in the art process.”

Need For Concern

Group discussion is a very important part of 1life. Not only
in decision-making and problem~solving but also in daily activities,

Group conversation sometimes refered to as social conversation is also



a very important part of the process in group discussion, It has been
said by Bales (1953) that in group discussion very often the whole is
greater than the sum of its parts, Something emerges from the group
discussion that is more than the mere summation of the inputs of all
the group participants. The effecﬁiveness of a group in generating
this quality is directly related to the amount of participation of

the group members, Groups which are dominated by a few of its members
with the others remaining quiet, never quite attain this group quality.
Participation is the primary responsibility of everyone in the group,
Participation also includes the ability to listen, synthesize, and
analyze what is said, But before this can best be accomplished, a
group needs to overcome tensions that result from the process of get-
ting acquainted, A portion of overcoming this process is alleviating
primary tension in small group discussion,

Without alleviating primary tension, business cannot proeeed
effectively or efficiently in a group, A certain amount of small talk
or soclal conversation seems to be needed before business can proceed
as normal, A large amount of time is spent at business meetings, con-
ferences, conventions, seminars, and other gatherings just alleviating
this primary social tension through group soclal conversation,

If a group cannot get over the primary tension stage in group
conversation, then there is 1ittle hope of accomplishing anything of
importance, Free verbal dlalogue is a necessity for good group dis-
cussion, If this freedom of verbtal dialogue 1s not inherent in the
group then little meaningful discussion will never take place,

Groups that ignore or withdraw from tension tend to develop



a sccial climate that is uncomfortable and punishing, According to

Bales (1953), groups sometimes seem to be more neurotic than indivi-

duals in their tendency to pretend that social tensions do not exist.

The success of a group in solving its problems or tasks will depend

upon its skill to free itself from any number and magnitude of bar-

riers which impede the free fiow of communication of ideas, feelings,

and thoughts among its members, And one of these barriers to communicating

is the concept of primary tension,

The Problem

Statement, Social tension in groups is broken down into two
parts, primary and secondary tension, The latter will be analyzed
briefly but the former is the major concern to the writer., Some of the
characteristics, causes, and methods of reducing primary tension in
small group discussion are the major concerns of this report.

As mentioned earlier, if primary social tension exists through-
out the life of the group it may inhibit the group to a point where
it may never proceed any further than does small talk or social conver-
sation,.

Definitions, Further clarification of the terms, primary,
tension, primary social tension, and phatic communion appears warranted
before proceeding further, -

The term primary means according to Merrian (1959):

“First in order of time or development or in inten-

tion; primitive; original, Of the first oxder in

successive division, combinations, or ramification,..”

The term tension means according to Merrian (1959):



"Nervous anxiety, with attendant muscular tense-
ness, A strained condition of relations...”

The term tension means according to Morris (1973):

“Mental emotional, or nervous strain, A strained

relation between persons or groups, uneasy

suspense,”

The term primary social tension as defined by Bormann
(1969) ¢

"The social unease and stiffness that accompanies
getting acquainted,"

Primary tension is the difficulty which participants in groups
have initiating the group process, It is the quiet nonassertive pas-
sive hesitation that holds groups back and keeps them from moving forward,
It is the block to an effective and efficient higher levél of communi-
cation in discussion, |

Group members who experience primary tension often have the
characteristics of quickness to laugh, strained or prolonged laughter,
worry, apprehension, uneasyness, stiffness, holding back of expressions,
embarrassment, hesitation, strained relations, and many of the signs
of anxiety mentioned Bales (1951). In some cases the person 1s quiet,
silent, nonassertive and passive., An example of a case, where primary
tension exists, is when two people, neither kmowing the other, get into
an elevator together, Each may feel a 11tt1eruncomfortable or anxious
when riding in the elevator, Often in such cases "1light" toplc conver-
sation will result, This light conversation has several names such as
chat, small talk, phatié communion, or sbcial conversation, In essence
this is the art of saying nothing, Such topics of conversation often

begin with discussing the weather or other trival talk, In most cases



it continues until the primary tension is lowered to a safe level or is
entirely released,

The term, phatic communion, is another means of expressing
chat, or social talk or conversation, The term was originally coined
by an anthropologist, Bronislaw Malinowski, during his studies of the
primitive tribe, Duncan (1962) talked about Malinowski's, phatic com-
munion, where natives sat together at the villége fire, after the day's
work was completed, and chatted or sociallzed, Here phatic communion
is not used to convey meaning or thought, but rather it is used to transmit

a mode of action, It exists in an atmosphere of sociability, where

there is a personal communion among the group participants, Malinowski

stated that each word,
"is an act of serving the direct aim of binding
hearer to speaker by a tie of some social senti-
ment or other, Once more language appears to us
in this function not as 2n instrument of reflec-
tion, but as a mode of action.,”
However today the term has been updated to mean social conversatlon by

such semanticists as Hayakawa (1972).

Small groups, The term small group also warrants some dis-

cussion, There are a vaét number of definitions for the term small
group, The purpose fof this definltion is to determine the kind of
group which the term primary soclal tenslon is meant to apply. One
definition which 1s quite appropriate is defined by Bales (1951)s

"A small group is defined as any number of persons
engaged in interaction with each other in a single
face-to-face meeting or a series of such meetings,
in which each member receives some impression or
perception of each other member distinct enough so
that he can either at the time or in later ques-
tioning give some reaction to each of the others



as an individual person, even though it be only to
recall that the other was present.,”

Then according to this definition by Bales (1951), a number of people
who have never interacted with each other do not compose a small group,
A number of persons may be attending a lecture and may be physically
present at the same event, tut they do not interact with each other
enough for each to be able to form a distinct impression of one another,
Nor do they interact enough for the participants to produce some data
concerning the relationship of each member {o every other, Therefore
this does not constitute a small group in the present sense, A number
of people in a group so large or scatiered that their only interaction
is through indirect means as unknown members of subgroups, or through
intermediary persons, or through impersonal means of communicatlon is
too large and distinet to be a small group according to Bales' (1951)
definition.

Other characteristics of a small group, such as face-to-face
contacts and cooperation among members are streséed by Cooley (1909).
Hartley and Hartley (1952) described a small group as two or more per-
sons meeting on the street and looking at each other fit this defini-
tion, Cattell (1957) said a small group is a collection of individuals
who make it possible for each other to achieve need satisfaction, Thus
according to the preceding definitions, small group interaction can
be both verbal and nonvertal,

It seems that the optimum size of a group can vary, Seyeral
authors agree that a small group begins with two or more persons inter-

acting, However there are many differences of opinion as to how large



a small group can become before it looses its characteristics and
effectiveness as a small group, In studies by Applegate (1969:78),
a small group was most effective if it contained 15 or fewer people,

Limitations. Since numerous research studies and books are
available on tension in groups it is necessary to limit the scope of
this report to one aspect of group tension, Primary tenslon is the limit
imposed upon the report to narrow ilts scope.

Primary and secondary social tensions are the two basic
categories in which tension is broken down, Of these two types secon-
‘dary social tension will not be dealt with in this report, but its
definition will be discussed so as not to confuse it with the former,
The only time secondary tension will be mentioned in this report is
when some of the characteristics of primary tenslon are similar in
nature to secondary tension,

Most small groups are able to release primary tension within
a short time and are then able to perform their functions or goals,
Structuring usually takes place in a group along with a network of
social relationships, This structuring initiates tension of another
kind said Bormann (1969):

"Two persons may compete for the social approval

of a third, They experience social tensions

during arguments and others grow tense because

of the emotion and antagonism of the iwo members...

The two members may have different positions on a

matter of policy and may try to procure adherents,

In either instance, they have what is called a

'personality conflict'.”

These conflicts result in secondary tension which are characterized

as noisier and more dynamic, where voices are louder and more strained,

no one seems tired or bored, long pauses may appear but sometimes two



or more people try to talk at once, and everyone is highly interested
in what's going on said Bormann (1969), Members may hit the table,

get up and pace the room, gesture excitedly, and exhibit a much higher
level of excitement and involvement according to both Bales (1951) and
Bormann (1969), Secondary tension w11l have little chance of developing
in a group who has not released their primary tension sufficlently to
seriously engage in the task established, However, it is not the scope

of this report to deal with secondary tension,



Chapter 2
CHARACTERISTICS OF PRIMARY TENSION

By means of feedback, group members are able to see some of
the characteristic signs of prinaryrtension, Through feedback group
members can perceive signs as to whether primary tension is at a high
or low level in the group. If it is at a high level steps need to be
taken to reduce it to a safer level, so discussion can progress in an
effective manner, All the participants in the group need affiliation
with the group goals, acceptance of the group style, or justi under-
standing whatever the group “game" is and playing it well. This is
best accomplished through synthesis and analysis of feedback, which

can be both verbzl and nonverbal in form,

Apparent During Opening Minutes of Discussion

Primary tension is fairly easily spotted, It is apparent
during the opening minutes of a group discussion when all the members
are just getfing acquainted, The characteristics in a meeting are
extreme politeness, apparent boredom or tiredness, and sighing, or
yawning, Group members tend to speak softly and tentatively, when
exhibiting signs of primary tension, and quite often can think of
nothing to say. Often many long pauses (similar to secondary tension)

will result mentioned Bormann (1969).

Some Definite Signs of Primary Tension

Primary tension can assume many characteristic forms. Some

of its signs are quite evident. Some of these signs are also
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characteristic of secondary tension, It is often difficult to draw
a line between where primary tension ends and secondary tension begins.
Minor outbreaks of reactive anxiety or tension may be noted when mem-
bers in the group appear, "startled, disconcerted, alarmed, dismayed,
perturbed, or concerned," according to Bales {1970), Such characteris-
tics as, "hesitation, speechlessness, flurry, fluster, confusion, tremb-
ling, blushing, sweating, blocking-up, gulping, swallowing or wetting
the lips persistently may be included." Indications of holding tack
may also be added as showing primary tension, Reactions to disapproval
may bs contained as well as, "appearing to be embarrassed, fussed, sheep-
ish, chagrined, defected, crest fallen, chastened, at loss, or morti-
fied," Showing signs of primary tension of the extreme ihclude, "verbal
or motor expressions of fear, apprehension, worry, dread, fright, terror,
or panic,” explained Bales (1970),

Laughter sometimes a sign, ILaughter may be a slgn to show

that primary tension exists, "Strained laughter, prolonged laughter,
or in the extreme case hysferiml laughter or laughter that appears

10 be close to tears or moaning is generally indicative of severe tene
sion," whether it be primary or secondary, according to Bales (1970).
It is therefore important to listen to the guality of the laughter in
establishing its significance, Likewise, Glass (1969) stated the same
that "another manifestation of anxiety is that of laughing or giggling,
usually to an extreme, This should nof., however, be confused with the
genuine laughing or giggling at a humorous anecdote,”

Testing period of first impressions, Primary tension can

account for uncertain behavior at the beginning of a meeting, Members



tend to speak softly, tentatively, and with great politeness explained
Bormann (1969). They all want to make a good first impression on each
other, so therefore are very polite., They tend to refrain from telling
jokes (other than humorous comments), expressing strong opinions (poli- -
tical, religious, ete,), and they do not insult other members in the
group, They tend to laugh at humorous comments, but the laughter is
often a bit strained, Members will almost discuss any "light" topiec,
such as the weather or sports in order to start getting acquainted,

In essence the members "test" each others first inpressidns of one
another,

Sensitivity to other group members, Bonner (1959) mentioned

basically the same tﬁing as Cooley (1909), that, "In intimate and
face-to-face interactlions which make up a group, the individuals are
keenly sensitive to the opinions and actions of others in the group.”

In this process sympathy is developed, and participants closely iden-
tify themselves with one another so that one person is the ultimate
concern of all members of the group, Thus people when they are extremely
nice and sensitive to each other, show the signs of primary tension in

the group.
Verbal and nonverbal expressions, Primary tension is also

revealed through verbal and nonverbal expressions, It can be picked up
through tones of voice, facial expressions, gestures, and "body lan-
guage”, Often one can pick up signs of primary tension by not only
what is said, but how it is said,

Silence in a group is another nonverbal indicator of tenmsion,

A group experiencing primary tension may be uncomfortable., When this
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happens the group may become silent and reflective, and/or extremely
restless and anxlous according to Glass (1969). Such may be the case
when a professor cannot obtain any verbal response from his class,

Loss of group effectiveness, If the primary tension becomes

too great then effective group discussion cannot occur, VWhen the

level of primary tension rises too high the group cannot function on
the task. Some of the group members become passive, qulet, and non-
assertive, The group may attempt to discuss the task at hand, but when
the tension reaches a high enough level, the real item under discussion
would have to be the problems causing the tension, When the tension
level is high enough in a group explained Bormann (1969), "it should
stop talking about the discussion question and consider the social
problem," An effective small group begins work on the discussion pro-
blem as soon as the primary tension haé been released,

Balance among group members, The group will try to attain

a balance of tenslon among its different members according to Kadis
(1963), This balance behaves sort of like a homeostasis which keeps
the anxiety or tension of the members on a2 tolerable level, just as the
body's endocrine machinery represents an attempt to keep the body's
internal secretions balanced,

Disinterest. A person in a group who feels a strbng amount
of primary tension, simillar to stage fright, will often separate
from the group and pretend to be disinterested in the meeting felt
Bormann (1969). Such can be the case when someone reads during the
meeting or looks out the window,

The same was found to be true in the Minnesota Studies. In
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this study members in small group discussions who seemed disinterested
or who withdrew were really very tense, and were exhibiting a very high
level of primary tension, The members who were interviewed as to why
they did not take a more active part in the group discussion szid they
weren't sure and implied the subject was uninteresting, More exten-
sive Investigation revealed that it is extremely rare that disinterest
in the work and activities of the group exists as the group process
continues, But rather the group members were experiencing a high degree
of primary tension,

Read between the lines. Sometimes by reading or lookling

between the lines of what group members are saying, the real meaning
of what is being sald can be caught, This is often true where presymolic
language is concerned stated Hayakawa (1972). Often clues of primary
tension existing can be perceived. Suéb is the case of a guy who 1s
hitchhiking along a major highway, and then a moforist sees him and
stops and asks him, "Do you need a 1ift?". If upon interpretation of
these words literally, this would be a very stupid question, because
of course he needs a 1ift or else he would not be hitchhiking, If the
hitchhiker, by paying no attention to the words, but focuses upon the
understanding and meaning of the words, he could see that the motorist
wants to be friendly and is offering him a ride, If the hitchhiker
returns the comment by some equally friendly comment, he has obtained
a ride, In a similar way Hayakawa (1972) mentioned,

"Many situations in life demand that we pay no

attention to what the words say, since the

meaning may often be a great deal more intel-

ligent and intelligible than the surface sense
of the words themselves,"
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The same 1is true with primary tension. Group members sometime declare
that they are not uncomfortable when in reality they are, but feel too
111 at east to imply so., By reading between the lines symptoms of pri-

rary tension may often be discovered.

Need for Social Ceonversation Before Business

Primary tension accounts for the universal phenomenon of small
talk or social conversation first, and then business later, This is
very much a characteristic of business meetings, interviews, conferences,
and socials in today's society, Often "ice breakers" or Jokes are em-
ployed to get things moving, More will be said about that later in the
report.

Small group social conversation when used before the dis-
cussion of the main problem or topic, is time well spent, Social con-
versation-goes by other names such as chat or small talk, or phatic
communion to name a few, Its influence is felt in all other steps of the
total group process; thus both time and energy c;n be saved, Group
social conversation may move into group discussion, when the primary
tension that group conversation releases, lowers to a safe level,

DuBois and Li (1971) expressed:

"The controverslal aspects of an issue are inten-

tionally postponed until a mood of acceptance has

been developed so that the members of the group

are able to enter the discussion phase when they

are ready to enter into it constructively and with

a sense of trust, openness and directness."

The mood of acceptance can be obtained by lowering the level of primary
tension to a pleasant point, Not until feelings of strangeness, sus-

plcion, tension or even hostility are cleared can 1ittle real business



in any group gathering ever be accomplished, When these feelings are
complicated by several kinds of differences, not to mention those of
nationality, religion, race, sex, or age, the blocks to discharging
primary tensions can be serious,

Releasing primary tensioﬂ enables the faculities of reason
and analysis necessary for discussion to function, It establishes an
atmosphere that inspires the participants in group discussion to share
the kind of experiences that will bring deeper impact into discussion.

Introducing small talk or soclal conversation to alleviate
primary tension early in a conference, seminar, or workshop can be
very effective, It can help a group, meeting for the first time, to
move into the topic of discussion much more rapidly and directly,

Time should be more than compensated for by the speed with which the
rest of the meeting moves into the heart of the discussion and action,

Thus this social conversation at the beginning of a meeting
or discussion meets a real and universal need, If it did not it would
érobably be excluded from the fast pace of modern living, where so

much time is spent in conference expressed Bormann {1969).

15



Chapter 3

SOME CAUSES OF PRIMARY TENSION

Reasons for Primary Tension

Defense mechanisms, According to Kadis (1963) members in

a group are likely to resist any change which involves a modification
of their customary method of doing things., Defense mechanisms repre-
sent the security procedures which are activated in order to fend off
change, anxiety or tensiocn, This is often a characteristic of groups
trying to avoid tension caused from change, Change often creats re-
sistance which causes tension,

Memories of unpleasant past experiences, Bormann (1969) men-

tioned, “"That a member in a discussion group who has been rejected or
hurt in previcus ones, and it is likely that he will be rejected again,
may not risk taking part and will experience primary tension,” If
there is the possiblility of failure in the group where he may be re-
jected, despised or belittled, and this happens, he might respond with
a feeling of unpleasantness, and most likely with frustration and anger,
If he has had a good positive experience in small group discussion and
was liked as a human being, then probably he will continue to parti-
cipate, If on the other hand he did not have a positive experience

in a previous group, then he will be less likely to participate, and
escape by pretending not to be concerned, This is one cause of primary
group tension,

Environment of strangers., People placed in a discussion

group with strangers will experience primary tension, usually most
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strongly during the opening minutes of their first meeting., During
the opening minutes of the group discussion people who are new to one
another tend to dévelop some tension, until they have had time to
socialize and to "feel" each other out. This first encounter with
strange group members tends to cause primary tension,

Subject of laughter, The fear of being laughed at by the

other group members is a cause of primary tension., This fear 1s
often characteristic among youth in their peer groups, said Applegate
(1969:78). The thought of not being liked or accepted and laughed at
is a difficult feeling for the group member to handle, Laughing with
others unites; laughing at others separates,

Prejudice, Sherif and Sherif (1953) talked about the social
distance between groups caused by prejudice that one group may have
for another, They stated, "Group prejudice may be characterized as
the negative attitudes of memberé of one group, derived from the group's
established norms, toward another group and its members," This causes
social distance and primary tension, Likewlise, this same thought can
be applied to prejudice within a group, which some group members may
have concerning others, One example would be racial prejudice 1n a
group. This prejudice tends to cause primary social tension that may
be so great, that no other effective, progressive group discussion can
take place until it is released, |

According to Dean and Rosen (1955), “Persons unexperienced
in intergroup relations frequently alienate minority persons with whom
they wish to be friendly by inadvertently expressing themselves in a

language of prejudice,"” The language of prejudice is a common cause



