This pair of studies examines some of the obstacles groups encounter in their attempts to
practice small group democracy. Through a critical case study, a number of problems are
identified, including excessive meeting length, unequal involvement in the group, unequal
commitment to group goals, cliques and “miniconsensus,” differences in conimunication
skills and styles, and protracted interpersonal conflicts. The second study tests the external
validity of the first study’s findings, suggesting that these obstacles may, indeed, be common
and formidable barriers to small group democracy.
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In recent essays, Gastil (1992a, 1992b, 1993) reviews modern
democratic theory and develops a definition of small group democ-
racy. Gastil defines a small democratic group as having some
degree of power, a somewhat even power distribution, and an
inclusive membership committed to the democratic process. A fully
democratic group also affirms the competence of its members,
balances member autonomy with a sense of mutuality, and main-
tains a congenial group atmosphere. Finally, a democratic group
makes decisions through a deliberative process, which involves
equal and adequate speaking opportunities for each group member,
mutual comprehension, and due consideration of one another’s
views.

Gastil (1992b) investigated the utility and meaningfulness of this
definition by studying the weekly meetings of a cooperative work-
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place. The staff members at the workplace were able to understand
the different features of the definition, finding it relevant to many
of their experiences in staff meetings. Moreover, the definition
proved effective as an evaluative tool. It was stringent enough to
identify deficiencies in the co-op’s decision-making structure, but
it was not so demanding that it made the co-op appear altogether
undemocratic. In fact, the final evaluation roughly matched the
intuitive evaluations made by the staff itself and community mem-
bers who had previously observed the co-op’s meetings.

The following studies attempt to build on these previous pieces
of research, moving from explication issues to questions of causa-
tion. Among other tasks, researchers interested in small group
democracy must identify and examine the obstacles that prevent
groups from deliberating democratically. The two studies presented
below take the first step, identifying the group and member char-
acteristics that appear o obstruct the democratic process in small
face-to-lace groups.

The first study is an intensive case study, designed to provide
detail and conceptual clarity but limited generality. The second
study examines a larger and somewhat diverse sample of small
groups, which allows an assessment of the external validity of the
initial study’s findings. Methodologically, this essay attempls o
draw on the strengths of two different modes of inquiry. Hypoth-
eses are developed by taking a grounded approach, then tested
through a hypothetico-deductive method, as suggested by Poole
and McPhee (1985). Taken together, these complementary ap-
proaches should provide a useful starting point for understanding
the obstacles in the path of small group democracy.

STUDY 1

METHOD

Case study methodology. This first study asks an exploratory
question, “What are the obstacles to small group democracy?” Yin
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(1989) explains that such a question “is a justifiable rationale for
conducling an exploratory study, the goal being to develop pertinent
hypotheses and propositions for further inquiry” (p. 17).

For the purposes of this study, it is useful to focus on a “critical
case” (Yin, 1989), as opposed to one chosen at random. It is best to
study a group that has already made a great deal of progress in its
pursuit of the democratic ideal, because any obstacles that this
group encounlers are likely to be faced by other groups. As Patton
(1980) writes, in the context of evaluating educational programs,
we might choose a case that causes us to say, “If that program is
having problems then we can be sure all the programs are having
problems.” In this way, “logical generalizations can often be made
from the weight of evidence produced in a single, critical case”
(pp- 102-103).

Participants. The group selected for study is the staff at Mifflin
Co-op, a 24-year-old grocery cooperative located in Madison,
Wisconsin.! As discussed in Gastil (1991, in prcss), the stalf meet-
ings at Mifflin Co-op appear exceptionally democratic. The Mifflin
staff has a significant amount of power, which is shared equally by
the staff. All regular staff members are included in the weekly
meelings, and their words and actions suggest a strong commit-
ment to the democratic process. Although the six meetings this
author observed involved uncharacteristically intense disagree-
ments, speaking opportunities appeared adequate, and group mem-
bers generally understood and considered one another’s words. The
most serious limitations were occasional hostile interactions among
staff members during discussions of Norma’s vacation time, a
subject that receives more discussion below.

The democratic character of Mifflin Co-op makes it appropriate
for a critical case study methodology. The members of Mifflin
Co-op have probably discovered and overcome many of the obsta-
cles that prevent other groups from moving closer to the democratic
ideal. The barriers that the Co-op continues to face are probably
ones that most groups encounter when they attempt o practice
small group democracy.

































