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Chapter 1

Introduction to the Emerald Handbook of
Group and Team Communication Research

Stephenson J. Beck

Abstract

This volume is an in-depth analysis of group communication research.
By considering processual, structural, methodological, and theoretical
aspects of group communication, this handbook establishes the current
state of group communication scholarship. Establishing this premise is
important, as the handbook concludes with a look toward our future. In
doing this, the handbook not only synthesizes and critiques the current state
of the field but also creates a road map for future group communication
research.

Keywords: Group process; group structure; methodology; theory; context;
discipline

For a disciplinary field to thrive, periodic synthesis, critique, and reflection are
essential. Such assessments are contained in journal articles and book chapters,
and occur during discussions at conference panels and among small groups of
graduate students and professors in graduate seminars. Sometimes such evalua-
tive interactions cut past the surface level and delve into deeper conversations
uncovering the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of the field. These
conversations are healthy, but without a central locus or framework, remain
isolated and fragmented. This is the purpose of an academic handbook, a volume
that stops time for a brief moment to establish where the field and discipline lie.
Of course, books become dated seconds after they are published, but such a
foundation creates a standard for the future trajectory of the field. Group
communication research is in need of such a standard.

The current state of group research is thriving, as scholars from social psy-
chology, management, sociology, I/O psychology, and organizational sciences
overlap and intermingle to produce innovative and forward-thinking research.

The Emerald Handbook of Group and Team Communication Research, 1-4
Copyright © 2022 by Emerald Publishing Limited

All rights of reproduction in any form reserved
doi:10.1108/978-1-80043-500-120211001
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2 Stephenson J. Beck

Although begun in the labs of sociologists and psychologists, group research has
always been a largely interdisciplinary endeavor. Group research is showcased
in many journals across a variety of disciplines, as well as in interdisciplinary
group journal outlets (e.g., Small Group Research) and newer interdisciplinary
associations (i.e., Interdisciplinary Network for Group Researchers).

Embedded in even the earliest group research was the importance of
communication. Although it would take a few decades before group communi-
cation research became a distinct area of scholarship, the emergence of group
communication scholars in the 1980s advanced our understanding of groups and
teams. Books by group communication scholars proliferated, journals like Small
Group Research began to show explicit communication influence, special issues of
journals were devoted entirely to group communication scholarship, and even
divisions and new associations showcased group communication scholars. How-
ever, with the backdrop of these inter- or multidisciplinary endeavors, the current
status of group communication research is less understood and established. There
are many possible explanations for this, some perhaps for good reasons (e.g.,
group communication scholarship is common across many disciplines and fields,
like health and education) and others perhaps for less good reasons (e.g., lack of
synthesis across findings, struggles to create truly communicative theories of
groups).

Perhaps one reason for this is that, in consideration of the many fields
investigating group research, it has been two decades since the last attempt
(i.e., Frey et al., 1999) to establish who we are as a field and how our theorizing
and empirical studies create a body of knowledge. Over the past 22 years, the
field of group communication has changed dramatically. Group communication
scholars have pursued several research avenues which were in their infancy in
1999. For example, research studies in technology, temporality, and deliberation
have changed dramatically in the past two decades. In addition, studies on
specific group types (e.g., virtual teams, juries, action groups) are investigating
questions that were not even a consideration last century. Group communica-
tion scholarship has also advanced considerably in terms of theory, content, and
methodology. And as mentioned earlier, the future of group research is quite
broad and interdisciplinary, and we expect this trend will only continue and
increase over the next few decades.

Which leads us to this handbook. The current volume proposes to be more
than simply a second volume to the important first handbook. Since group
communication scholarship has not centralized itself in a common location, as
researchers have collaborated with scholars within the discipline (e.g., organiza-
tional communication, technology, interpersonal communication, health
communication) and outside the discipline (e.g., psychology, sociology, man-
agement), this dispersion of publications has made it difficult to identify the
direction of group communication research. We are strong, but because of this
dispersal at times it may appear that we are not. This volume is a voice articu-
lating who we are as group communication scholars and why our scholarship is
important to the disciplinary and interdisciplinary study of group communica-
tion. This handbook is our attempt to be this voice, to plant our flag so to speak.
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The time is overdue for a second opportunity to highlight the trajectory of group
communication research and to articulate to communication scholars and the
interdisciplinary community the unique contribution of group communication
research.

Of course, not only do we need to update where we are as a field, but we also
need to discern what direction we should be headed. Each chapter in this volume
moves beyond a general summarization of literature; instead, authors synthesize
the current state of an area within the field, with the intention of creating a
trajectory for future group communication research. In the first set of chapters,
we take time to review our history as a field (Chapter 2 by Keyton et al.) and
consider how we define our focus of study (Chapter 3 by Keyton), the group. In
an effort to reconsider group context, we analyze how the term context has been
used in research studies (Chapter 4 by Beck & Goke). We also consider the
current state of group theory (Chapter 5 by Poole & Dobosh), as we have come a
long way since Gouran (1999) posited four general theories of group commu-
nication. Next we turn to methodology, and consider updates on quantitative
(Chapter by 6 Bonito) and qualitative (Chapter 7 by Kramer) endeavors, as well
as turn our focus to network (Chapter 8 by Contractor et al.), computational
(Chapter 9 by Pilny), and interaction/trajectory analysis (Chapter 10 by Waller
et al.).

In determining the structure of this handbook, we wanted to emphasize the
various ways communication was considered and defined in our discipline. The
section on group process portrays our response, including an initial chapter that
tackles process directly (Chapter 11 by van Swol & Ahn). Chapters on leadership,
decision making, technology, conflict, deliberation, influence, relationships,
information processing, and temporality each synthesize past research and
highlight trends in those areas for future research. Our section on structural
influences revisits a variety of group dynamics, including technology, diversity,
composition, and multicommunicating aspects. Of course, there are variety of
specific group contexts or settings that need synthesis (work groups, juries, social
support groups), but there are also several chapters devoted to research targeting
groups that have received greater focus over the past two decades (i.e., hidden
groups, medical teams, emergency response teams, sports teams).

The final section of the handbook provides three scholars an opportunity to
consider the future of group communication research (Chapter 34 by Tracy;
Chapter 35 by Reimer et al.; Chapter 36 by Keyton). Of course, each chapter in
this volume addresses the future of a specific subject matter, but such a volume
would not be complete without these three broader overviews of our disciplinary
field. Overall, the volume and each chapter will ascertain where we are as group
communication scholars, provide an overview of major foci in the discipline,
and point toward possible trajectories for future scholarship. In other words,
this handbook will establish group communication as essential for future
research on human behavior, and in so doing help establish an identity for group
communication researchers.
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Chapter 2

Group Communication: A Continued
Evolution

Joann Keyton, Stephenson J. Beck, Marshall Scott Poole
and Dennis S. Gouran

Abstract

Group communication as an area of intellectual interest had its beginnings in
communication pedagogy with the goal of helping students to become more
effective decision makers. A by-product is that group decision making
became and remained a central research focus for many years. In the last
20 years, group communication research has facilitated the development
of theory, research methods, and technology. Since 2000, group communi-
cation scholars have developed research lines on (1) virtual/digital team
communication; (2) information sharing, hidden profile, and transactive
memory systems; and (3) group participation. This chapter also explores the
way in which group communication scholars have become connected with
other disciplines that study groups and teams. The chapter concludes with
current research methods trends, including interaction analysis, multilevel
modeling, and qualitative methods.

Keywords: Group communication pedagogy; virtual teams; information
sharing; group participation; interaction analysis; multilevel modeling

Groups are present in all aspects of our lives — personal, professional, social, and
civic. Regardless of the type of group, group members interact with one another
in pursuit of the group’s goal. Thus, it’s no surprise that how group members
communicate with one another influences group processes and interaction out-
comes. As a result, group communication has long held the interest of researchers,
teachers, and practitioners. This chapter explores the foundations of the study of
group communication and examines its development as an academic field of study
within the communication discipline.
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Group Communication as Pedagogy

Initially, group communication was not distinguished as a course on its own. As
Gouran (1999) reports, the group communication course evolved in response to
the discipline’s goal of developing students to “become better contributors to the
[public] decision-making and problem-solving process[es]” (p. 3). Not surprisingly
then, at the community college level, the group communication course typically
fulfills a general education requirement more frequently than public speaking,
fundamental/hybrid, and interpersonal communication courses (Engleberg, 2016;
Engleberg et al., 2008). By the end of the 2000s, four-year colleges and universities
reported that the group communication course remained the second most
frequently taught undergraduate course (Bertelsen & Goodboy, 2009).

Group Communication as a Research Tradition

In the mid-1950s communication scholars identified group communication as a
unique communication process and a worthy topic of research.! Because students
were the most obvious opportunity to recruit research participants, many early
studies were conducted on student ad hoc groups “to develop practical knowledge
about group behavior that can aid us as group participants and facilitators” (Gastil,
2009, p. 456). This period of group communication scholarship was primarily
concerned with identifying ways to help group members become more effective
decision makers. A key takeaway from this era, as noted by Gouran (1999), is that
verbal messages or nonverbal symbols group members use to convey leadership,
engage in or manage conflict, and make decisions became the research focus.

In the 1960s, research turned its focus to the process of group interaction and
the ways in which group interaction could satisfy both task and relational goals.
Labeled as the functional perspective, these studies examined how communication
is used to assist a group in achieving its goals. This era of research continued to
pursue the goal of understanding how group members “could become more
effective contributors, make better decisions, and develop workshop solutions to
collectively shared problems” (Gouran, 1999, p. 10). Two key research trends
were (1) reflective thinking, and (2) how group dynamics unfold through
communication. Research discovered that group members and their relationships
went through different stages of development; likewise, research demonstrated
that group decision making went through various stages of development as well.
Further, this era identified that these development processes were not linear
(Scheidel & Crowell, 1964, 1966). Thus, the 1960s focused on

what members say to one another, how the content of speech acts
affect relationships among members, and what, in particular, such
acts have to do with the outcomes that groups achieve.

(Gouran, 1999, p. 11)

Gastil (2009) describes the 1970s and 1980s as an opportunity for group
communication scholars to develop research that examined group interaction.
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