
Groupware Fiasco

Dr. Susan Pollard, dean of human sciences and humanities (HSH) at Southern University, wanted the HSH division office to operate smoothly and more efficiently. Since Dr. Pollard's role as dean demanded much of her time outside the office, she relied heavily on Dr. Eve Gordon, the new associate dean, to manage the office in her absence.

The dean and the staff were coping with many changes at the college. The president of the university had recently been promoted to chancellor and an acting president was temporarily assigned until the position was filled. The acting president immediately initiated some changes by demoting the associate vice president of academic affairs back to the faculty level and replacing him with the former associate dean of human sciences and humanities, the ex-wife of the former associate vice president. This left the vacancy within HSH, which was eventually filled by Dr. Eve Gordon, previously chair of humanities. Although the dean depended on Dr. Gordon to manage the office and staff in her absence, Dr. Gordon was reluctant to make any sudden changes in the department, even though they were desperately needed.

Since Dr. Pollard's priority was to ensure harmony at the HSH office, she decided to bring in a consulting team that had designed a groupware project, which they believed helped to improve communications and resolve conflict.

The Division Secretaries

Each division in the university had a secretarial staff in the division office and a supervising secretary for each of the four faculty suites.  HSH was no different in this respect, with a staff of five secretaries in the division office and four suite secretaries. These two groups of secretaries had very different responsibilities and interacted infrequently. The suite secretaries would come to the division office twice daily to make photocopies and pick up mail, occasionally asking a division secretary for information on behalf of a student or faculty member.  The division secretaries, also overloaded with work, would sometimes ask the suite secretaries to take on additional responsibilities, such as handling the paperwork for faculty searches and other long-term projects. Angela Sommers, the senior business coordinator for HSH and suite secretary supervisor, authorized all requests for help.  The division office secretaries only went to her for help when they could not find help internally. Angela knew the workload of the suite secretaries, who supported 20 to 30 faculty members, was extremely heavy.

Problems and Conflicts

At some point, the requests of the division office secretaries became excessive and Angela felt that the distribution of secretarial work in the division needed improvement.  She took her concerns to Dr. Pollard and explained that Martha Shipley, Dr. Gordon's secretary, was not doing her fair share of the work, and expressed that this was causing a significant amount of animosity and disruption among the secretarial staff. Angela proclaimed that the situation had intensified when Dr. Gordon took charge of managing the division office staff. Dr. Pollard promised to make the necessary changes to improve the environment in the division office.

This was not the first time Dr. Pollard received complaints about Martha's performance. Dr. Gordon's predecessor had disregarded Martha's complaints and expected an equal share of work from her.  In comparison, Dr. Gordon took Martha's complaints very seriously and would redistribute Martha's work, increasing the other secretaries' workload, so that Martha was not overburdened.  Dr. Pollard felt that Dr. Gordon's intentions were to maintain harmony and respond to an employee's plea, but the results of Dr. Gordon's actions magnified animosity within the office staff.

Each secretary in the division office had been given assignments from Martha's desk at some point. Hostility and rage reflected the secretaries' feelings.  Cries like, "What is Martha's job anyway?" and "What exactly does she do?" were asserted.  They eventually resented anyone who asked them for the slightest favor, including the suite secretaries, who usually only called them in an emergency.  The "it's not my job" attitude pervaded the division office and undermined any team effort. Each person was out to protect herself from additional work. The other secretaries wanted to communicate their feelings about the problems in the office but feared being perceived, by Dr. Gordon, as uncooperative or instigating.  So all of the secretaries kept their complaints about Martha to themselves and vented their feelings to those they felt safe talking to, namely, each other.

The ages of the women in the group ranged from 25 to 60. Danielle, one of the suite secretaries in HSH, supported 28 faculty members. She enjoyed her job immensely because it allowed her a lot of independence. Danielle interacted with the remainder of the departments' support staff on occasion, mostly for information regarding appointments with the dean, book orders, and scheduling events. At some point, Danielle, too, was given work from Martha's desk. She also served as a sounding board when staff members complained to her about Martha.

The Groupware Fiasco

The groupware project that Dr. Pollard considered had proven effective elsewhere as an intervention used to resolve office conflict. However, this process required participation from all levels and competent leadership and facilitation.  Some felt the groupware project did not contain either of these essential elements. The facilitator was an astute computer programmer but lacked expertise in organizational development and communication.

Still, in March 1996, the administration of HSH decided that the secretarial staff would attend a series of groupware software sessions. The dean felt that an environment that provided anonymity for airing complaints would help facilitate conversation and possibly unearth solutions for the group's interpersonal conflicts.  The secretaries' reactions were mixed.  Some seemed excited about the class and hoped it would help relieve tension in the office, while others did not see the point, nor did they have the time to spend away from the office.

"Did you two see the e-mail message from the dean?" Martha asked Betty and Maureen who were waiting in line to use the copier.  "I sure did, and I think it is a great idea," replied Betty.

"Personally I don't know why they bother.  I am too busy to waste two hours every Friday, for a month, arguing. Besides, our jobs are very different and the administration won't listen to our suggestions anyway. We will have sat through this whole process and nothing will change, you wait and see," stated Maureen with a huff.

The facilitator used the groupware software in the following manner:

The division office and suite secretaries were brought together in a room with tables and computer terminals positioned in the shape of a horseshoe. The facilitator and a large screen were stationed at the open end of the horseshoe. Each person was seated at a computer terminal and then asked a series of questions.

Their typed responses, disguising the respondent, appeared on the screen at the front of the room for all participants to see.

The facilitator asked the group what they perceived as problems in the division.

The participants typed responses like, "I think there is a lack of communication in the office," and "There is not enough teamwork."

Once everyone entered their information, the facilitator constructed a list of the most commonly cited responses.  For example, responses indicating lack of communication were cited three times, so it became the number-one problem on the list.

All problems were eventually listed and then examined individually. First to be addressed was the lack of communication. The facilitator asked the participants to suggest ways the division could communicate better. Again the participants responded anonymously by typing in their suggestions. The facilitator compiled a list of the most common responses.

The process was designed to continue until all problems were discussed and solutions had been reached.

These results would then be compiled by the facilitator, outlined in a formal report, and given to all participants and Dr. Pollard.

This process had one main advantage--it encouraged a greater quantity of input, and some had much more to say than others.

However, there were many disadvantages, including the following:

One disadvantage was social pressure.  When one person would complain about a topic, others would tag along and say, "I definitely agree with comment 6." Ultimately, participants took sides over various topics.

The tasks structured in the groupware sessions were not interdependent: that is, each person typed in front of her computer without interacting with others; therefore, the session provided little opportunity for teamwork and cohesion. There was a two-month lapse in time before the final report was distributed. Upon its distribution, the group had concerns about accuracy.

Anonymity was not exactly maintained and led to some interpersonal conflict.  During the groupware process, Danielle had formed some opinions and aired them anonymously. However, as the process continued it was fairly obvious that anonymity had been lost.  Danielle felt that it wasn't difficult to tell where comments came from, especially when everyone knew who was the last to type.  Though Danielle believed the group enjoyed the first session, further sessions had poor results.  She recalled an instance when the leader asked for possible solutions to the problems in the department.  Someone typed, "We need a man to be in charge of the department."  The statement hung there like an anvil waiting to drop.  Danielle, the youngest and most outspoken, typed a question that asked what was meant by the comment.  The respondent conveyed that men and women differed and that she preferred working for a man.  Danielle was stunned and typed in a response stating that she did not feel that gender was of importance when selecting a manager.  At that point, with the male facilitator flustered and unsure of how to proceed, Danielle was convinced that the groupware software had met its match.  Furthermore, everyone deduced who input both messages and, as mentioned earlier, the veil of anonymity had been lifted.  Martha wanted a male boss and Danielle disagreed.

Outcomes of the Groupware Project

The following week discussions focused on the group's last session and subject matter.  A lot of finger pointing went on and the woman who entered the remark was very defensive. Danielle remembered a conversation with a couple of the secretaries.
"Well, you sure tweaked Martha during our session," one secretary stated.  "Yeah, maybe you should have toned down your response a little, Danielle," chimed in another.

Danielle responded by explaining that she had worked with men and women bosses and declared that, typically, the working styles of the subordinates, not the boss, is what changes. Danielle added that it was unlikely that the dean would step down because she was not a man, and that Martha would have to get over it. Danielle maintained that Martha's sexist view was unacceptable.  Danielle wondered how Ma11ha could devalue the two women who had helped her achieve and retain the position she had with the college.

Danielle rationalized that the differences in perceptions were based on age. Danielle, 25, was junior to the other secretaries, all over 55. The majority had worked for men during their careers and, perhaps, working for a woman challenged their belief systems. Danielle, born after the women's rights movement flourished in the 1960s, believed that a woman could hold the same position as a man and do a superb job.

At the time of the groupware activity, Danielle was a senior at the college, majoring in psychology and sociology, and the leader of many on-cam pus organizations that focused on equality. Danielle had just been accepted into a graduate program at a prestigious university and the focus of her graduate studies was to be Women in Corporate America. Danielle admitted that these circumstances probably influenced how she reacted to Martha's comment.  Danielle empathized with Martha's position and respected her right to her opinion, but decided to agree to disagree.

In the weeks that remained, participants grudgingly completed the sessions and compiled their suggestions for the final administrative report. After the report was handed over to the dean and associate dean, a meeting was called. Administration demonstrated concern about the other issues that had been communicated but gently sidestepped the gender comment. Eventually, the report and its contents faded.  It wasn't long before the dean announced her retirement.  All changes to the department were placed on hold until a successor could be found and everyone settled back into their old ways. Eventually, tensions over the sessions cooled and were even laughed at later.

Case Questions



1. Summarize some of the factors that might have contributed to the conflict among the staff at the division office of HSH department.  
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2. What were some of the problems with Gordon’s leadership style?  Be sure to refer to the leadership theories to support your answer.






3. If you were the dean, what actions might you consider to reduce the conflict among the division office?  Evaluate the pros and cons of your possible actions.
