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Accounting for affect in managing group 
dynamics 

Maria Cerase 

1. Introduction 

Organisational researchers have rarely directly studied the dimensions of interpersonal 

attraction and affect. Only recent studies have shed more light on how the affective dimension 

of an instrumental relationship can actually influence group dynamics, starting since its 

formation, going through its task activity and finally, in reaching its goal. Although the affective 

dimension is not perceived, among top managers, as being one of their major concerns, it will be 

possible to see how silent and nevertheless existing relationships can affect and shape individual 

and group behaviour and as a natural consequence their work, especially within innovation 

oriented groups. 

 

2. Dimensions of affect: theoretical and empirical findings 

 

Interpersonal affect is a generic term for a range of preferences, evaluations and emotions 

that people direct toward others1. Such preferences have been recognised by social 

psychologists as being the fruit of diverse interpersonal evaluations.  

The three dimensions of interpersonal evaluations are distinguished as: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 Casciaro T., Sousa Lobo M.,(2006), “When Task competence is irrelevant: the role of positive and 
negative interpersonal affect in instrumental ties”, Administrative Science Quarterly 
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The cognitive dimension refers to what a person thinks of another, his/her explicit opinions 

about a specific person; the affective dimension concerns about the feelings toward a person 

and the behavioural dimension accounts for the actions and attitudes a person respectively 

does and holds with regards to another2. All of these dimensions influence the broader concept 

of a person’s evaluation, actually leading to a wider spectrum of either positive or negative 

affective relationships. The intensity of the so-called, emotional energy3, arising from the 

complex mixture of those aspects sets the base for different levels of interaction between 

individuals and therefore between possible members of a group.  

Both empirical and theoretical researches have highlighted many different factors affecting the 

simpler, yet essential, attitude of interpersonal “liking”4. They can be distinguished in six main 

categories: 

 

 Interpersonal propinquity; 

 Group atmosphere; 

 Status; 

 Behaviour or personality characteristics; 

 Success – reward; 

 Reduction of cognitive distance. 

 

Interpersonal attraction5 is a positive function of interaction and propinquity6. It is possible 

to state that the more interaction happens between two or more subjects, the higher will be the 

felt liking. This relation holds if the place of interaction is characterised by a relatively neutral 

atmosphere, where there are opportunities for free verbal communication and behavioural 

observations. It has been demonstrate how the nature of the group atmosphere affects mutual 

linking; features such as the degree of cooperation, democracy, feeling of acceptance by others 

and the presence of an external threat or frustration source involve mutual interpersonal 

attraction. Deepening such discussion, it has been indeed proven that persons’ mutual liking and 

                                                             
2 Eagly A.H, Chaiken S., (1998), “Attitude structure and function”, Handbook of Social Psychology, Mc 
Graw-Hill 
3 Collins R., (1981), “On the microfoundations of macrosociology”, American Journal Psychology, 51, pg. 
284-290 
4 Lott A.J., Lott B.E., (1964), “Group cohesiveness as interpersonal attraction: A review of relationships 
with antecedent and consequent variables”, Psychological Bulletin, 64, pg. 259-309  
5 Here and onwards the words “attraction” and “liking” will be used interchangeably 
6
 Bovard E.W. ,(1951), “The experimental production of interpersonal affect”, Journal of Abnormal and 

Social Psychology, 46, pg. 521-528 
Bovard E.W., (1956), “Grouping error and interpersonal affect: A correction”, Journal of Abnormal and 
Social Psychology, 52, pg. 283-284 
Bovar E.W., (1956), “Interaction and attraction to the group”, Human Relations, 9, pg. 481-489 



 
 3 

attraction results higher whether those people have been working for common goals rather 

than individual ends. Same positive relation, even though weaker, was found as existing for 

what concerns the democratic imprint of a group, where leader permissiveness in discussion 

content was found to be positively related with measured group cohesiveness7. For interaction 

and interpersonal affect, the feeling of being accepted has a positive influence on mutual liking; 

it has in fact been verified that subjects who believe themselves as being more liked by a group 

than another tended to like the formers reliably more8. In addition to what stated above, the 

common feeling of a threat, coming from an external source, has demonstrated itself to lead 

members of a group in more sociable, cooperative and friendly behaviours than members of 

those groups who were under no threat9. It is then arguable that it can be also important and 

useful to introduce a feeling of threat in the group but and such a threat should be secured as 

coming from an external source and the goal being under such a threat should be perceived as 

still achievable and not impossible to reach as well10. The recognised and self-perceived status 

of subjects belonging to specific groups affects their preferences because of either similarity, 

dissimilarity or congruence. Usually people tend to like persons they feel as belonging to their 

similar status, to completely opposite status or to a well-deserved status11. Paramount 

importance is attributed by social psychology to the power behavioural and personal 

characteristics have on interpersonal attraction. A positive relationship has been discovered 

between preferences and shown extroversion, intelligence, adjustment and conservatism12. 

Other factors, which have been found to have relevant influence over interpersonal attraction, 

are the perceived similarity or complementarity concerning basic personality traits and 

similarity in values and attitudes toward a series of major concern subjects, such as religion, 

race, and politics. In addition to these factors, also similarity in background, such as age, race, 

sex and education play a rather important role in determining the degree of strength and 

polarity of the affect spectrum13. Success and reward issues strongly affect group members’ 

likelihood to like each other. Members of successful groups tend to like one another more than 

members of unsuccessful ones do. This relation also holds in case of failure, but only when this 

one is perceived as being arbitrarily imposed by an unfair external judgement. Interpersonal 

                                                             
7 Berkowitz L., (1953), “Sharing Leadership in small decision-making groups”, Journal of Abnormal and 
Social Psychology, 48, pg. 231-238 
8 Pepitone A., Wilpizeski C., (1960), “Some consequences of experimental rejection”, Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 60, pg. 359-364 
9 Lanzetta J.T., Haefner D. et al., (1954), “Some effects of situational threat on group behaviour”, Journal 
of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 3, pg. 445-453 
10

 Hamblin R.L., (1958), “Group integration during a crisis”, Human Relations, 11, pg. 67-76 
11 Lott A.J, Lott B.E., (1964), source quoted 
12 Mann R.D., (1959), “A review of the relationships between personality and performance in small 
groups”, Human Relations, 12, pg. 75-80 
13 Lott A.J., Lott B.E.,(1964), source quoted 
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attraction is also positively addressed toward recognised sources of reward and successful 

people14. Last to be cited but not least important is the psychological phenomenon called 

cognitive distance15 and the related efforts for its reduction. Since its discovery, this effort has 

been described as a kind of defensive mechanism that is activated by any individual who faces 

conflicting thoughts.  This situation leads to a feeling of malaise and therefore, the individual 

struggles to rationalise those thoughts in order to reduce their discordance; to the extent of this 

paper, this psychological mechanism also holds with regard to contradictory opinions and 

preferences about people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The intricate and not yet fully understood interaction among all of the cited above factors 

actually influence how people interact with one another and start determining their own 

preferences and expectations about people involved in the same social environment. Social 

psychology gives managerial sciences very important and useful tools and definitions to be 

used in managing organisational issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
14 Gilchrist J.C., (1952),“The formation of social groups under conditions of success and failure”, Journal of 
Abnormal and Social Psychology, 14, pg. 148-152 
15 Festinger L., (1957), A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Row, Peterson Evanston, Ill Row, Peterson 
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3. Affect’s influence in group dynamics 

3.1 Group formation 

The formation and management of instrumental groups cannot be beyond affect’s 

involvement in its processes. Moving through a temporal and logical path, there are different 

variables affecting, as written in the previous paragraph, first the formation of a group based 

on “liking choices” and then the dynamics connected to the task it is supposed to perform.  

There are two main criteria driving the choice for group partners: a) competence on the job 

and, b) likability16. Although it may seem more rational to think about the competence factor 

as being the stronger criterion, empirical studies actually demonstrate that is the affective 

aspect being the stronger one. It is by polarizing the two aspects (competence and likability) 

that is possible to indicate four major archetypes of potential work-partners17 to choose 

among. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The incompetent jerk is, by definition, intended to early go out of the organization; on the 

opposite side of the matrix there is the lovable star, which is desperately sought for 

collaboration. The competent jerk appears as the most suitable choice when the job 

competence criterion is dominant; there are some studies that show a rather different trend, 

which is in contrast with such statement. In the matter of the choice of a partner, when people 

                                                             
16 Casciaro T., Sousa Lobo M., (2005) “Competent Jerks, Lovable Fools and the Formation of Social 
Networks”, Harvard Business Review, June, pag. 92-99 
17 Casciaro T., Sousa Lobo M. (2005), source quoted 
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are called at choosing partners for fulfilling specific tasks they are naturally inclined at choosing 

those subjects they like the most and their attraction is based upon several of the factors cited 

in the previous paragraph. This psycho-sociological attitude actually drives the choice toward 

the so-called lovable fools, essentially making instrumental work relationships no exception 

from general socio-structural mechanisms for interpersonal affect dynamics. Affect can be 

therefore defined as a moderator of task competence18, as individuals are most likely not to 

consider any prevailing competence if those subjects are evaluated as being not liked and 

displeasing to work with. In support of such a statement, it has been empirically verified that 

the negative spectrum of affect has a stronger influence over behavioural choices toward 

individuals than the positive one19; not linking a person will lead to blindness in regard to that 

persons’ specific and maybe quite strong competences. Among the various reasons lying 

behind such a social phenomenon of choice, there could be a knowledge accessibility20 

concern. It might be preferred to have complete access to a far more limited amount of 

knowledge than having limited access to an abundant pool of knowledge and resources. In 

fact, competent jerks are usually considered as not having both incentives and capabilities in 

effectively communicating critical knowledge. 

Once aware of such a discovered social trend, it is important to outline what can be its pros 

and cons with respect to the overall performance of task-concerned group formed under these 

choice criteria. Considerations are here drown to the specific case of innovation steered 

groups. 

Affect moderating task competence 

Pros Cons 

- Smoother and quicker work-flow - Low group variety 

- Increased willingness to help - Dampened debate 

- Higher resource access - Unfocused work 

 

Positive aspects for choosing of working with those individuals are liked, account for a 

smoother workflow, which is, with no surprise, driven by similar thinking and communication 

style among the subjects. Different typologies of similarities21 affect the fundamental mean of 

                                                             
18 Casciaro T., Sousa Lobo M. (2006), source quoted 

19 Casciaro T., Sousa Lobo M. (2006), source quoted 
20 Casciaro T., Sousa Lobo M. (2005), source quoted 
21 Ndr pg.3 
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communication that is the language; sharing the same definitions and non-verbal22 behaviour 

actually constitutes a valuable facilitator for quick and effective communication. There would 

be no time wasting for biased messages and concept sharing efforts. Subjects who experience 

mutual liking are also far more inclined in showing and acting in a more collaborative way; the 

clearest example is when there is some kind of physical attractiveness between individuals. 

Finally, it is important for individuals involved in a social entity as a group is, to feel other’s 

resources, in terms of knowledge and information as fully available and therefore not limited 

by any restrain. Negative aspects of the same trend include a decreased group variety which 

means a likely lower source of innovativeness; the connection from variety to innovativeness is 

clear-cut because of the required degree of different knowledge typologies and cultural 

backgrounds that are needed for creating a “think-out-of-the-box” environment, which is what 

especially radical innovations need to be born. Highly homogeneous environments where 

informal sentiments of affect and mutual liking are predominant do not foster honest debate 

on activities’ concern. Argument’s threat dampens the degree of freedom individuals have in 

expressing their sincere ideas about a specific topic and such a behaviour is not useful for the 

purpose of innovative projects, where any contradiction and divergent opinion is valuable. In 

addition to the already cited negative aspects of a choice dominated by liking attitudes among 

individuals, there is the not that seldom possibility of obtaining a group where harmony among 

members is that high to actually mislead its work. In more simple words, there could be groups 

where the members could only have fun and therefore waste time not focusing on their tasks 

to be accomplished.  

3.2 Intra-group dynamics 

 

Once a group has been established with a specific purpose, its internal dynamics are of 

paramount importance for understanding how they, as individuals and as a group should be 

managed. Many additional theoretical statements supported by solid empirical results give 

managerial science important tools and knowledge on how individuals behave within the 

group scenario, more specifically which kind of role they choose to play within the group, and 

how important those roles are for the entire group’s wellbeing. 

According to Barnard23, the survival of any organization depends upon its ability to solve 

two problems: a) the achievement of the purpose and, b) the satisfaction of more immediate 

                                                             
22 Ambady N., Rosenthal R., (1993), “Half a minute: Predicting teacher evaluations from thin slices of 
nonverbal behavior and physical attractiveness”, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 64, pg. 
431-441 
23 Barnard C.I., (1938), The Functions of the Executive, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press 
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needs of the members of the organisation24. Such problems were furtherly studied and defined 

by other researchers who identified roughly the same problems, still regarding goal-

achievement and internal integration ones25. These two major problems can be therefore 

defined as Adaptive-Instrumental problems and the second as Integrative-Expressive 

problems26. Strictly related to the efforts group members do in order to solve those problems 

there are two different roles arising within it. Those roles can be identified as the role of: a) the 

idea man, and b) best-liked man. Individuals who possess peculiar psychological and 

behavioural characteristics find themselves as naturally inclined in playing those roles. From a 

more specific point of view, they do not intentionally choose to play them; instead, they feel 

this attitude and behaviuour as required by the environment and climate they are working in. 

Usually the two roles are played by two different subjects but it could also happen that one 

individual could be able to behave as both of them. Although possible his last possibility is 

rather seldom, mostly because of the non-compatibility the two roles possess.  

The idea man plays a more aggressive role within the group by fostering and pushing each 

other’s performance to their best; it is a rather critical personality, which is not at all afraid of 

facing contrasts with other group members. The best-liked man instead, plays as a socio-

emotional facilitator, giving rewards and being more passive. No surprise there are both 

psychological and sociological factors, which impedes a single person to play both of the roles. 

From a sociological point of view the former constantly pushes teammates to continuous 

adjustments in their behaviours and is therefore perceived as looking for contrast, not 

accepting other’s characteristics; the latter, instead is continuously seeking to reaffirm 

teammates dominant values, actually avoiding conflicts of any kind. Amid psychological 

reasons lying behind the two roles’ attitudes there are many to be cited; one of them is, for 

instance, the natural attitude best-liked man usually possess in avoiding any kind of conflicts is 

explained by their “need to be liked” by everyone. Idea man mostly focuses on task-related 

issues because of his/her inability, and perceived frustration of solving different kind of 

problems27. The two roles can be identified in any task-oriented group and strong interactions 

between them has been highly investigated and proven fundamental for group’s wellbeing. 

Actually, group’s cohesiveness and effectiveness in accomplishing its task is tightly related to 

the degree of quality and quantity of effective communication and understanding that occurs 

                                                             
24

 Slater P.E., (1955), “Role differentiation in small groups”, American Sociological Review, 20, pg. 300-
310 
25 Bales J., (1976), Interaction Process Analysis, Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press 
26 Slater P.E., (1955), source quoted 
27 Slater P.E. (1955), source quoted 
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between the idea man and the best-liked man. They can be identified as the two poles where 

in between most of interactions and decisions take place. 

 

4. Conclusions 

 

After discussing those aspects, beginning from the basic foundations of affect relationships, 

to their capability of affecting groups, it is simple to understand how crucial is for management 

recognising and then managing in the most suitable way such affective relationships and, as a 

consequence, their outcomes in group formation, dynamics and performance.  

In order to foster cohesiveness and group potential by working on different group members 

there are three suggested approaches that apply to the archetypes developed by Casciaro and 

Sousa Lobo28: a) manufacture liking, b) position universally likable people, c) work on the jerks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Manufacture liking is not an easy task. Various attempts could regard initiatives to promote 

familiarity to be developed in informal environments, outside organisational boundaries where 

people can start developing evaluations aside from work-related issues. Propinquity also could 

play an important role in affecting the design of workspaces where group members would 

interact with one another. By doing so, higher attraction could smooth relationships between 

jerks and their team-mates. Position universally likable people isn’t easy as well; it would be 

first of all required to correctly and timely identify and protect them because of their social 

capabilities, and then their place them in those groups which really fit their personal attitudes. 

Work on the jerks, even though is not easy, it is possible to turn a competent jerks to a lovable 

                                                             
28 Casciaro T., Sousa Lobo M., (2005), source quoted 
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star. Accurate behavioural measures could take place in order to reward or punish respectively 

good and bad behaviour these subjects demonstrate with regards to their group mates. This 

last approach can be seen as the most delicate one because it implies the use of very 

experienced and accurate relational capabilities, likely coming from socio-emotional 

facilitators29. 

The influence social networks, which arise from relationships based on affective ties, is very 

important. They can affect both the effectiveness and efficiency of a group, by fostering 

smooth communication, collaboration and willingness to collectively solve problems. If it is 

easy to end with such conclusion, it is very difficult for present management class to become 

aware of the potential and the need for understanding those trends. It is therefore in this 

paper I would like to try some suggestions for managers.  

More attention should be required in hiring and educating employees and researchers, in 

keeping those talents who have a specific  and useful role within the organisation and 

organising for either task related activities and social facilitating events. A more careful 

observation of inside and outside organisation needs could be useful in wisely offsetting both 

competence and likability in order to gain as more advantage as possible by both of the two 

criteria of choice. Careful observation of affect dynamics should be implemented by those 

subjects who are more likely and able to recognise them, such as psychologists and human 

resources experts, in order to keep top management aware of what is really going on within 

and between different teams. Further research is in this moment being conducted on this 

topic, by both managerial science professors and social psychologists, but it is already possible 

to state that is advisable, for those companies who wants to have a wider vision and therefore 

correctly manage their innovation process, to account for affect as a strong variable affecting 

group’s performance and start thinking of it as something to be used and not avoided, 

something on which to build their own competitive advantage. 

 

                                                             
29 Best-liked man’s definition 


