Groups

Sooner or later the successful SME takes on a culture and definable identity and a ‘way of doing things’ that becomes part of it’s unique capabilities.

If we suspend for the moment that a typical SME has been around for a while, it is interesting to see how this unique culture evolves or certainly revolves around the core beliefs of the CEO/Founder.

As said earlier, the CEO will realize there is a skill or people shortage and he will have to employ people for defined roles, this will inevitably mean working together in groups or teams( I am using the terms interchangeably here)

Lets go back to some basics here, Groups have a will of their own which is sometimes the component parts of the dominant personalities, other times the culture evolves through the type of task assigned to the group by external events

Either  way a Group culture kicks in and the task is either achieved or not.

The Group has it’s own way of working and that either dominant or peer pressure usually gets the job done, despite the lack of time and resources that many SME’s have in fully coaching and developing Group and individual behaviour.

SME’s have a habit of mixing and matching individuals purely and simply because the reporting lines and business infrastructure do not easily lead themselves to rigid  and more disciplined approaches, if people are available for the task, they are immediately drawn upon to get involved without too much debate.

Herein lies the dilemma at the SME level, the available resources may simply lack the skill set for the job in hand and the luxury of planning and time is not available to call on  more specialized help.

Invariably when it gets to this stage the CEO reverts to Superman mode and starts directing  the group to the desired outcome.
Shortcuts may be taken which the CEO legitimizes as expedient, however, the Group feels left behind and has probably learnt nothing from the experience other than a feeling that they must follow the leader even more closely as he must be right ( in this instance)
This behaviour occasionally leads to short termism as the business lurches from one crisis to another  within a short time frame. 

On the one hand the CEO doubts the ability of his own team, on the other hand the team doubt their ability to fully understand what the Leader wants as Group perception is different .

So, what is the result? Quite often this loop becomes self perpetuating and the CEO cannot break out of the autocratic type A behaviour which is necessary for the business to succeed and there needs to be a recognition somewhere along the line ( another lightbulb moment) that the CEO does not have all the answers.

The recognition that Groups are a bunch of individuals is crucial to the thinking here, people may instinctively react against the allegiance and culture of the business, but there will be a set of common values that expresses itself through ‘Group think’. These tensions have to be managed.

There should be limits to the CEO’s power to control behaviour and finding the right balance is critical to longevity.

The CEO must resist the temptation to impose a countervailing culture and should encourage diversity, there well may be unintended and surprising outcomes.

Spending time and understanding the decision making processes of a group, without  over interfering in the group dynamics is the key , sometimes his ideological predisposition is so fixed there is trouble seeing the obvious.

Developing an empathic nature and listening is the way forward, quite often the leader may well absent himself from the group on the basis that it operates better without him and that he should learn to be patient and tolerant.

Herein lies the dichotomy. Many experts on Change Management will tell you that there needs to be a sense of ‘urgency’ to make change happen , this usually manifests itself with the imposition of deadlines or attributing externalities to the task that don’t exist.

Groups then don’t have the luxury of time and interaction to explore different outcomes and so therefore the earlier Superman behaviour kicks in (again)

Groups typically take more time to make a decision, a factor that may frustrate a CEO who merely sees this as procrastinative and indecisive.
The CEO should encourage Group think as part of the culture, and the evolution of the business through the various stages of it’s life should influence a less flat management style and that the CEO resists being the centre of the universe , with all decisions flowing through him.

Influencing Groups to form for diverse tasks should be part of the culture of the business, such group could be formal or informal, the important issue is that they are allowed to exist, flourish and not feel threatened.
Letting the group trust it’s Leader and the Leader understanding the Group’s ability to reach a decision within the normative framework he has developed is the way forward.

One of the skills required by the CEO is to set up Business structures that maximize the outputs of the various personnel involved, this may be through the removal of reporting lines, having no vertical boundaries between people and looking at a model of the organization which is dynamic and changing rather than static and full of hierachical boundaries. Somewhere between the two is a balance.

The Organic model of the business is one that the CEO will recognize at the SME level. Them more mechanistic approach will be recognised by larger firms as part of their command and control structures.

I do not think this approach is a function of size alone, it is more situational specific dependant on the business environment at large and the market in which the organization operates, the Skill of the CEO is to encourage an environment which is dynamic, and agile enough to respond to changing events and that allowing Groups to come and go is part of the culture required to underpin this agility.

In conclusion,  encouraging and understanding group behaviour is paramount, Individuals act differently in a group and group consensus is affected by norms, cultures and power relations of it’s individuals.

Managing the process of the Group behaviour rather than managing the ( expected ) outcome is the skill of the CEO at the SME level.

The result of Group decision making offers insights into individual behaviour which, when taken together, provide a system of decision making and behaviour which will , help the CEO at the SME level to plan and control the business better

