This article clarifies the conceptual relationship between democracy and small group
processes by providing a definition of small group democracy. A small democratic group is
(a) powerful and (b) inclusive, with (c) a membership that is committed to the democratic
process. A fully democratic group (d) maintains healthy, democratic relationships and (e)
practices a democratic form of deliberation, including equal and adequate speaking oppor-
tunities and both comprehension and consideration. The concluding section makes recom-
mendations for future research, including the suggestion that researchers integrate theories
of small group behavior with theories of democratic social change.
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Why do we study small group interaction? The standard answer is
that some group processes and outcomes are better than others and
we can achieve better group discussions and decisions if we im-
prove our understanding of them. To this end, researchers have
typically studied desirable outcomes, such as productivity, cohe-
sion, and member satisfaction. A casual examination of recent
volumes of Small Group Research shows the prominence of these
variables (e.g., C. Evans & Dion, 1991). Widely used small group
textbooks (e.g., Brilhart & Galanes, 1989; Jensen & Chilberg,
1991) and research monographs (e.g., Hirokawa & Poole, 1986;
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Phillips & Wood, 1984) also focus on these variables, particularly
decision quality or productivity.

Undoubtedly, these are important variables, yet there is another
variable of equal or greater importance that has been sorely ne-
glected. Theory and research on small group behavior has rarely
examined democracy, yet practitioners often hold this factor in high
esteem. People often expect their small decision-making groups to
conduct themselves democratically—so often, in fact, that the
democratic process is sometimes taken for granted. In fact, democ-
racy has become increasingly applicable to ostensibly apolitical
small group settings. One can now speak of democratic workplaces
(Benello, 1992; Lappe, 1989), democratic classrooms (Gutman,
1987), democratic clubs and organizations (S. Evans & Boyle,
1986), and even democratic families (Okin, 1989; Pateman, 1983).

Many citizens have high democratic aspirations today, but it was
over half a century ago that Kurt Lewin and his colleagues first
suggested that social scientists turn their attention to small group
democracy (Lewin, Lippitt, & White, 1939; White & Lippitt, 1960).
Sporadic theory and research on the subject followed, including
investigations of democratic leadership (e.g., Haiman, 1951; Maier,
1952; for reviews, see Bass, 1990; Gastil, 1992a) and democratic
“group work” in social work settings (e.g., Coyle, 1947; Glassman &
Kates, 1990).

Unfortunately, these scattered studies and theoretical commen-
taries have not provided us with an understanding of small demo-
cratic groups. In fact, we lack the preliminary groundwork neces-
sary for developing aclear and meaningful definition of small group
democracy. There exists an abundance of definitions of democracy
(e.g., Barber, 1984; Dahl, 1989), but these do not focus on the small
group. There also exist writings on small groups that discuss
democratic procedures and norms (e.g., Coover, Deacon, Esser, &
Moore, 1978; Glassman & Kates, 1990), but these do not ground
their definitions in democratic theory.

Research linking democracy and small group behavior will
continue to make limited progress until a clear definition of the key


















