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“Truth and Reconciliation”:
Workers” Fear of Conflict in Groups

Helene Kendler

ABSTRACT. This article explores workers’ fear of inadequacy or inef-
fectiveness in addressing conflict in groups and makes five recommen-
dations for tasks and skills that workers must employ in addressin

conflict. It focuses on conflict that can arise as a result of %moa@?\m &m
@d:nom among members, and uses process excerpts from a New York
City-based drop-in support group created in the aftermath of the Septem-
wo: 1, 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center. [Article copi
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INTRODUCTION

- No amount of professional experience will ever fully banish the
group worker’s »,nmﬁ of addressing contlict in groups. Nevertheless, the
distinctive potential and power of a group to foster personal maoﬁs,m:a
to allow mutual aid to thrive among its members absolutely relies upon
the worker’s comfort and skill in doing precisely that.
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Workers with groups need to make conscious efforts to come to grip
with their own fears and struggle to do soeven after years of group woy]
experience. Time and experience in _wma_:m groups surely and gradualj
help workers to overcome their aversion to conflict so as to be able t
hone their skills and interventions. But time and experience alone ar v
not enough to bring workers to a level of wﬁ.mo:m_ awareness and pro-
fessional appreciation of conflict as a positive force in the life of a
group. What is necessary is engagement 1t @ process of H::omw@ms.oz,
that gives workers permission to be honest about the depth and origins
of their fears. Lack of such conscious awareness and exploration can
lead a group worker not only to evade or suppress conflict in the group,
but also to skirt the central questions of when, whether, and how to con-

nage it. .
?owwwmﬂwmwo_%é:_ explore the worker’s fear of wsmam@:m@ or E@.mwoo-
tiveness in addressing group conflict. Five recommendations s::.@o |
made for addressing conflict in mno:ww“.cv do not cut off oo:@o:gcos .,
too early, before the members have arrived at the heart of the conflict; :
(2) do not allow confrontation to-continue moH. too _osmu to a point at
which members denigrate each other or to a point at which the nonpar-
ticipating members who silently observe the conflict are no _Msm.om m_u_om
to tolerate its presence; (3) empathize ,SE .w:a. validate 9@. ee Ewm 0
each member; (4) point out the commonalities in the group; (5) refer to

rching purpose of the group. . .
Emﬁﬂwo%s&o m%iw on the author’s own progress 1n maaaomm%_m M_OMT
flict. The group under discussion was a support group moisw, mo mo P
New Yorkers cope with trauma and stress in the aftermath o H:m ep-
tember 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the QOJEHE% Center. T M con-
flict under discussion centered upon descriptive differences of race,

ethnicity and age among group members.

* REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Group Workers’ Fear of Conflict

reat deal of literature addresses workers’ fear of and Qmooszoﬁ
/SMW moa:oﬁ in groups (Bernstein, 1973; Brandler and W.oBm.m, “WNW,
Mitchell and Mitchell, 1984; Northen and Kurland, 2001; .WQ , U ;
Secemsky, Ahlman, and Robbins, 1999; m:EEmP 1999; Stein %_Wm |
1997, among others). Seasoned workers and moQ& <.<oaw mEmwo:ﬁm ali °
experience these fears, and the literature confirms this author’s own ex
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moaosoo that classroom exercises that focus on conflict management,
observation of groups in the field, effective supervision, and ongoing
opportunities to lead groups over time are all necessary to the worker’s
growth in this area.

Among the more disconcerting types of conflict workers must ad-
dress is conflict that arises as a result of descriptive differences among
members, especially with regard to race and ethnicity. If a worker who
happens to be white tends to avoid or suppress conflict in general-con-
flict in and of itself, no matter what the content may be—then she will be
particularly challenged by the emergence of conflict that has its roots in
the long history of slavery and oppression that continues to have devas-
tating consequences and implications for collective life in America to-
day (Kurland and Salmon, 1992). Particular attention, therefore, to
nonracist practice and tounderstanding the group as a microcosm of the
larger society (as discussed by, among others, Brown and Mistry, 1994)
is essential. Equally essential are self-awareness, the conscious explora-
tion of one’s attitudes toward people of different race and ethnicity, and

comfort with one’s own racial and cultural background, as discussed by
Pinderhughes (1989).

Conflict and the Stages of Group Development

The literature is replete with delineations, descriptions, and discus-
sions of the stages of development that occur in the life cycle of a group,
whether they be single-session, short-term, or long-term groups
(Berman-Rossi, 1993; Brandler and Roman, 1999; Garland, Jones, and
Kolodny, 1973; Northen and Kurland, 2001, among others). For the
purposes of this article, the author employs the three-stage model of be-
ginnings, middles, and ends.

The literature is also replete with discussions of the inevitability of
conflict in the life of every group, and the worker’s need to recognize
that conflict is—or can be, if addressed skillfully—a necessary, produc-
tive, positive, and functional force for the group as a whole and for its
individual members (Bernstein, 1973: Brandler and Roman, 1999;
Cowger, 1979; Garvin, 1997; Kormanski, 1982; Middleman and Wood,
1990; Mitchell and Mitchell, 1984: Mondros, Woodrow, and
Weinstein, 1992; Northen and Kurland, 2001; Rybak and Brown, 1997
Steinberg, 1997; Wall and Nolan, 1987; Yalom, 1995). It discusses the
skills and attitudes the worker must possess to explore conflict in a way
that will enhance both the members’ interactions with each other and
cach member’s self-awareness and personal relationships outside of the
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group. With the basic understanding that the worker must strive at aj} /8 class, or ethnicity will prove to be inadequate or ineffective in helping
times to ensure the healthy functioning of the mﬁocv-mm-m,éﬁo_o even ag . the members to address the m:o:.m and Qamw-momﬁa oo:n_ﬁm.ﬂg.ﬁ such
she must attend to the situations and responses of each individual mem- 88 differences can generate. There is the particular fear that this kind of
ber, the literature emphasizes that the worker’s task is to: minimize con- , 8.:?9 will escalate quickly into derogatory language, or shouting
flict in the beginning stage; make productive use of conflict Sﬁmz it . without :ﬁoE.:m, or scornful interactions among Bo.Bcoa. .
occurs more overtly in the middle stage; and, at the end stage, assist the . The following excerpts are taken from successive meetings of a
members in recognizing and incorporating the mBéE and interpersonal 3§ weekly, o.wo?.%om-E group _& by two workers, one of ésoi is the au-
skills they have gained, which would include gains made as a result of thor of this m.qc.oﬁo. mnoB.sz point on, the NESQ..CS__ use the first person
successfully negotiating conflict among themselves. in the description and discussion of her work with this group. .
When the social work literature notes that it is not uncommon for The needs of the members and the purpose of the group arose in re-
group workers (o fear the emergence of conflict in the groups %o%. lead, sponse to the very subject that is at the romﬁ of this article-conflict, but
it does not usually look at narratives that delve into the origins or history on a global mom._m. The group was formed in response to the m%ﬁB_uQ
of an individual worker’s fears. This article will not do so, either. How- 11,2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City.
ever, it is important to emphasize that neither E@QER, nor classroom, The agency mmS,:m was an industry-related employee assistance pro-
nor agency supervision, nor years of experience in leading groups are gram. The group’s purpose was threefold: to help people to understand
enough to vanquish these fears. Moreover, it may not be necessary or the range and normalcy of, and learn how to lessen the symptoms of,

even possible to vanquish them fully. To advance one’s practice and acute stress and ﬁmcém.ﬂrmﬁ En% were experiencing in .:a wake of the
sharpen one’s skills, it is necessary that workers give themselves per- attacks; to lessen their isolation and fear; and to provide support and
mission to be honest about how paralyzing these fears can be; to admit B:E& aid to each other as they mzoﬁwam to move H:Gcm: this very
that these fears are widespread, though their origins and the degree of dark time. The Emac..wa. were also coping .s.\:r the additional stress of
difficulty they pose will be quite different and unique from one éoHW.Q lost employment (their EQ:&Q ‘was significantly affected by the at-
to the next; and to recognize the extent to which they lead many social ﬁmowm. m:ﬁ many @oow_o Fﬁ.&oﬁ jobs as a result).

workers to avoid group work entirely. Primitive aggressive instincts of rage and rmﬂdaﬁ%& were not under
control and are to be feared when they are let loose in the world-had af-
fected us all. T was struggling with many of the same symptoms and

THE WORKER’S FEAR OF INADEQUACY , emotions that the members were dealing with. But being in the role of

OR INEFFECTIVENESS IN ADDRESSING CONFLICT worker in the group was an antidote of sorts. It allowed me to participate

in a communal response to the devastation, to step into my role so as to

g at they will be neither courageous nor help others instead of remaining overwhelmed within. But this did not

mwwﬂmﬂdwmﬁwﬂwﬂ %ooﬂ%ﬂ MMMW%W oxm_wno conflict in a productive way mean that my fears of conflict were gone—far from E Because the aim

when it arises. They are concerned that they will not be able to prevent of the group was to help the members to quell their fear, to manage

members from hurting each other’s feelings or insulting each other .m:a stress m:m.mzxa? and to help them M.mwo care of and nurture themselves,

that, therefore, they will not be able to foster group trust and cohesion. I was particularly worried that conflict or ooawo:S:o: would be coun-

Zomoo/\or when the nature of a particular conflict involves Eo expres- 8€5.acos<@ and antithetical to the group’s purpose. The group’s

sion of racial differences, workers’ fears of inadequacy BE:EM” What &oc.._: moz.smﬂ meant that my oo.,_omQQ and I had to approach each

if they mishandle the potentially explosive material that is being pre- meeting as if it were a single-session group: We could not know mBE

sented? If they are white social workers, they may fear that their atten- one week to the next who would attend, and we were required to main-

,aos to and exploration of racial bias and issues of power and tain a higher level of worker activity and intervention than would have
discrimination have not gone far enough or deep enough, and that their been desirable in a long-term, closed group format.

efforts to counter the ills and consequences of white-skin privilege - During the eighth m:.a ninth group meetings oxnm%ﬁa Goﬁoéu my
2:0:,2955 with groups of mixed membership with regard to race, . co-leader was on vacation and so I was—for the first time since the
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group’s inception-the sole worker. This magnified my fear of conflic 4 ent on to tell the group what ha .
because if it did arise I knew that I would need to help the members a i M\UR the first U_mzom:n P @ happened o her twenty minutes be-
dress it without my co-leader’s assistance.

Conflict did arise, a potentially explosive conflict related to mowonw.,‘ Mireille told us that she had been handing out literature for a ca
tive differences among members with regard to age and race. Not on] didate in the mayoral primary that was supposed to take place Hrsw
were the members able to withstand it but also they emerged from it and day. “I was doing what I was legally entitled to do mszamﬂ srow@
continued to process it in subsequent sessions in ways that actually I was legally allowed to stand. But a white wo:nouams om%o over

strengthened the group’s cohesion and their own ability to provide mu- and began to harass me. He tried to get me to move even though I
tual aid in powerful ways. Rather than break apart as had feared it S was in the right spot and wasn’t in anyone’s way.” Mireille is from
might, the group emerged stronger than ever, wmm this was a direct result. 88 oO%:H NMMWMMM:% mrm %@%_Mw both Barbara and Phyllis, who are Afri-
of having faced the conflict productively and onestly. nz n, nodae owingly: They were familiar with this.
This was made possible in part because, over the previous weeks of Mir m~_=o oonszcoa, :%ow know, all my life, for whomever ﬁw:ﬂ%o@.
%\_M group’s oimwosom, a core mﬁosw of w,\oméoﬁcmam womm returning, & W%mg_wmh%w%vwﬁmﬂ wn%m_:om,%: mﬂorm am everyone’s ‘other.””
en new members were present (usually for anywhere from one to 8 . ued to nod, they understood this, too. I
three sessions), the core group made room for and paid attention to W_m@ :wm_&oa msoou silently encouraging her to continue on with this
them, and supported them without losing focus. So these five people go topic. d _m:, Sandra, and Lisa, all of whom are white, were listen-
to know each other and, by the time of the excerpts below, they had en ing and Jooking at her but weren’t nodding.
ﬂoammﬂw%w_w%%@wgmo :m wwww%wwmwmmw\r%ﬂmmﬂmwm _in eroup of this sort." At this point, I scanned the group and became aware that I, th
“[d]uring the * - PP d | stage’ wh P mm ( .@:. h il worker, was the only white person in the room who was displavi Lo
g the ‘power and control stage’ when con ict is high, a new verbal understanding of Mireille’s experi isplaying non-
member might heighten the conflict.” This is illustrated in the followin ous sessions. that Sand dat >xperience. [ also knew, from previ-
excerpt, in which a first-time attendee provides the group with the spark @8 | censitivity to the ¢ Ira could at times display a lack of awareness of
that brings into the open a conflict that had begun to simmer in earlier £ , Y oncerns and points of view that nonwhite members

. . i would share with the L

meetings. For the sake of the moé_% arrived member, I had to (at least 8| bothof whom had mqoﬂm Mmmwﬂﬁmwﬂumwm WMWM%MMMMMMM mWo m:% Mireille,

loosely) hold to a single-session concept that continued to require | have difficulty with each other. Despite my fears :2,0 4 %MV\ MMMMQW Ho
. s, ) of 1o

higher level of worker activity, just as in the beginning stage of an ongo divert the . e

. . AN X group from this pos i .

ing group. As will be seen, this situation influenced the more activ Sandra, who m_w 68, was Hmmmw_awmﬂv\%o%mw:_ﬁwwan% mMW%csz%waw:mm
* e other

worker-driven level of intervention I chose to employ. women were in thei .
. . . . . r late twenties i :
In the eighth session, which I will recount and then examine, the fiv turned fifty), broke in and Eﬁon.:@momo &w_ﬂmmmﬂ?omu and Alan had just

core members—Alan, Phyllis, Barbara, Sandra, and Lisa-were discus
ing what the past week had been like for each of them. A third of the
way into the meeting, Mireille, who had not attended before, entered th
room and apologized for being late. I welcomed her, and we all intro-
duced ourselves and brought her in on what we had been discussing.
Then I asked if she would like to tell us what brought her to the group and Barbara looked at Sa i i .

that day. She was eager to talk and described a terrible trauma: She had ther they nor Mireille mnmmwwwmmrwﬂ% ww_am_m“wﬂ Mﬁwé :aﬁwm_. Nei-
been right across the street from the World Trade Center on the morning were looking into their laps. I mow::oa the group a :M@MH@MPW\JO
of 9/11, and her escape had been harrowing. The group was full of em- more, and then Mireille~who had been looking at Sandra a HM ©
pathy and support for her, and she wrote down some of the suggestions: @ kind of ‘what planet do you live on?” expression—fixed me ﬂ_.@_ )
people gave her for finding ways to relax, sleep better, etc. Then she ‘please clue her in’ look of exasperation. e

With aquizzical look on her face, Sandra interrupted Mireille and
said, in a challenging rather than questioning tone of voice, “I’m
not sure what you mean by ‘the other,’ or ‘everyone’s other.’ I'm
not sure I understand what you mean.” There was a silence. wrv\:mm
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At this point I remembered the importance of fostering omn:aoowzé-
nication in groups, of demanding work from the BQEGQ?%W oaz&r .
recting messages and mb:@\E.m ms?mm messages. I RW::NW . =_oo edto
recognize the meaning of Mireille’s “please clue her in wﬂm. expres-
sion to redirect this to Sandra and then o& wo the group so t amﬁ its mean-
ing could be explored. However, o<Q..:m.5m :.:m w:osm@ ge was the
equally important awareness that for Mireille this was a first ﬁoocs_m, a
beginning stage for her, and I sensed that she was trying no ormo at
Sandra; and I was also mindful that, for the o%o.ﬂ :.gosu_uoamv while the
dynamic of the group had changed to reflect Mireille’s maomo:o.ou the
purpose of the group remained the same for everyone in the 305&.8 re-
duce stress and trauma. So, in the N&mo:.oo of any member ﬁu\%\_mo:._wsm to
my scan of the group, I decided to clarify for Sandra érmm irei :@ %a |
said, in a way that would demonstrate understanding and empathy for

Mireille:

“I think you’re talking about race and ethnicity, aren’ ,H %osw
Mireille? That you’ve been ﬁﬁo.n:\oa and treated as an “other
many times in your life?” She smiled broadly at this, nodded MUB-,
phatically and said, “That’s right. And not only by white peop M, I
must add. No matter who I'm standing in front of, even another
person of color, I'm somehow the strange one, %.o.oEQ.. Because
it’s not only about race: No one seems to be familiar with my ac-
cent.’” Barbara and Phyllis listened omﬂ?:% and smiled mﬁar:_oa-
ded again; the other members were _ﬂmﬂo:._:m,,moo, g.:ré: ess
nonverbal display of support or :.:QQmS:QE.m. And right now, in
my job, I'm having a problem with a supervisor, a white mw%oﬂs.m
sor, who might end up promoting me but who really Qowm: t wan
to promote me. The other managers éro know my per o:Mm_wo
and who are also white, they are pulling m@ me very E:N , t .om,
want him to promote me. But after a Bmmﬁ_:m with me, &o mmw )
“What kind of name is that-MEE-RAY? I don’t understan: M.Wco a
name.’ I told him, ‘That is my name—my aom.: name, and I li e Eﬂ
name.’ But he said, “‘Why can’t you .o:w:mo. it to Mary or Zmﬂ_@ M&
something? ” At hearing this we all, including Sandra, empathiz

with her outrage.

i i ion had been released and an
For the time being, I felt that some tension .
oxﬁ_mmmo: had been averted. Mireille had clarified that there were 4:%0
people in her office who were her allies, and that she had also, at :%H%m
been treated as an outsider by other people of color. Sandra an
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other white members were able to join in wholeheartedly with Barbara
and Phyllis in displaying empathy and support for the discrimination
Mireille was encountering from her supervisor: The group as a whole
had been able to empathize with her despite the tensions that had arisen.
Inwardly, however, I continued to observe the split in the circle: The
three members of color were seated next to each other; the facial expres-
sions and body language of Alan and Lisa, who were routinely the more
quiet members of the group, showed that they were more relaxed and
engaged again but still a bit wary; and Mireille and Sandra now avoided
Jooking at each other. And I avoided a demand for the group to look
more closely at the dynamic that had occurred earlier. While this avoid-
ance was prompted by my chronic fear of conflict, I was able to ratio-
nalize it to myself by focusing on providing support for the members,
all of whom still suffered from, among other things, sleep disturbance,
various levels of depression, crying spells, the inability to concentrate,
fear of crowds and of air travel, lack of pleasure or interest in the activi-
ties they used to enjoy, and difficulty in motivating themselves to look
for work.

As this session progressed, however, I was no longer able to justify
continued avoidance of conflict. 1 finally recognized and felt, on a vis-
ceral level, that good practice demanded two things of me in my role as
the worker: (1) to allow confrontation between members and not cut it
off too early and, simultaneously, (2) to not allow the confrontation to
continue to a point at which it would be detrimental to the adaptive
functioning of the group-as-a-whole:

Later on, toward the end of the meeting, Sandra told us about
something that happened to her yesterday that really upset her.
“Two 12-year-old boys started harassing me on the bus.” She said
that they kept at her and “their tones were very derisive when they
said that they couldn’t understand why an old woman like me
would wear a sweatshirt that had an MTV logo on it. So I ex-
plained to them that one of my relatives works for MTV and had
sent it to me as a gift, and so I'm wearing it. And then I got really
scared because they followed me off the bus.” Her eyes welled up
with tears. “They kept talking to me and crowding me, and I kept
walking faster but they kept up with me, laughing and shouting at
me, and I didn’t know what I was going to do!” Mireille’s hackles
were rising, she was restless, trying to contain herself. Barbara and
Phyllis were looking at Sandra but seemed distant and unrespon-
sive, both of them were sitting with their arms tightly crossed.
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Alan and Lisa looked at Sandra and nodded their quiet support;
Finally, Mireille broke in and said, with real irritation in her voice
“I don’t get it: What were you worried about? They don’t sound
threatening to me—they were just children.” Now Barbara and

E%oﬁm to be a trauma group, for heaven’s sake! I am nor up to this,
it’s getting BES away from me—I"ve really screwed up, and there’s no
time left to this session. How am 1 going to retrieve this group?” But

Phyllis became animated, lowering their arms and leaning forward then, MW,@M Hmwm_m@a its peak, fear suddenly Q.SE@Q. away. The next
in their seats. Throughout the weeks, Barbara had consistently thoughts were, “Ukay, you W:os irmmﬁw My fear is not important, it is ir-
been the most reflective, calm, and empathetic member of the relevant, itis beside the point here: I'm not a helpless little child any-
group. But now, raising her voice at Sandra, she said, “Thar’ y  more The group is what’s important. These people. Just do it, do your
right—it sounds as if they were just being friendly and good-hu |  job” I decided to take the explanation-of-group-process route, espe-
mored, trying to communicate with you. What were you so frighr- ‘(8 cially because notonly was there little time left in the session to have the
ened of 7’ Sandra sputtered in indignation and raised her voice, S members engage in exploration, but also because I knew that this group
too, saying, “Maybe you’re not hearing me and, by the way, thes was, in fact, the first support group experience that most of the members
boys were white. And I said, they got off the bus when I did and {§8 had ever participated in:

they followed me down the street and kept at me, and they were nor {ig ‘_, ) .
just having fun.” But Mireille, Phyllis, and Barbara were talking '8 ! I Tooked around at everyone with concern on my face and said
over her, not listening anymore, and they continued to express “You know, we’re coming to the end of the meeting, and m?om

skepticism at her interpretation of this incident. I listened and let ;= this turn in our discussion, I have to say a few thin gshere. This isa
their exchange continue for a little while longer. I noticed that S group whose aim is for you to feel better when you leave the H,ooE
Alan and Lisa, who were able to tolerate this at first, retreated far than when you entered it. Now, I don’t know how everyone else is
back into their seats now and looked down again. = feeling at the moment, but I’m feeling quite a bit of tension.” As I
= said this, I placed my hand on my stomach, a gesture that members
During this exchange, it was obvious and instantly clear that as soon 88 had used many times when describing their own anxiety. I contin-
as Sandra had mentioned “two boys,” Phyllis, Barbara, and Mireille as- 8 ued, “You know, one of the things about groups is that whatever
sumed she was talking about young black men. Sandra’s earlier lack of goes on for any of us out in the world is exactly what we bring with
understanding of Mireille’s description of herself as “the other” was the - £88 us into the group, into the room.” People nodded at this. “And I’ve
precursor to this exchange in which Sandra was being perceived as hav- (88 noticed in the last week or so, as I go back and forth around the
ing a prejudice toward and fear of young black men. At this moment, city, that although people are still cooperating with each other and
Barbara and Phyllis, who were usually the two most gentle and support- (8 pulling together to help each other out, part of the *honeymoon’ is
ive members of the core group, did not want to understand or empathize @8 over. People are shoving each other on the subway again, yelling
with Sandra’s feelings of vulnerability as an older woman on the street.;d at each other more-sometimes even more than before S mm:o mber
I understood what motivated them, and I understood that this conflict 11th, if you can believe that.” People smiled and chuckled at this
had been inevitable and should not be mcﬁﬁﬂﬂmmoa. At the same time, Nm , ﬂOOOmENmBm it for themselves. “Because we’re all still reeling MHOE,
Sandra continued to be attacked and shouted down by three members at. S the 11th; and then from the anthrax scares, even though Sm%m are-
once, I also understood that I could not let it go on much longer or far- 8 mote threat. So there’s all this fear and uncertainty in Eo air, it
ther. Also, I observed that Alan and Lisa wanted to “check out,” they keeps getting to us.” ’
had reached a point of withdrawal. In addition, the group was supposed )
to end in just a few minutes. . In this opening part of the statement, I pointed out the commonalities
Realizing all of this, I felt a great deal of fear and anxiety that para- in the group, the daily conditions of life in New York City to which all
lyzed my thoughts about how to intervene properly. ANl T could think @  members were being subjected since the 9/11 attacks. As I continued
was, “Oh, no, oh, no: This kind of shouting and anger has never oc- @8  on, ] empathized with and validated the feelings of Sn& member while

curred between these members before, and I'm all alone with it, and it’s continuing to. observe aloud the commonalities:
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I looked around and nodded at each person as I :m.BoQ her: :dﬁ._.&
I’ve heard in this room today is that Sandra certainly was the vic-
tim of age discrimination by two young men on a bus, and %@N
frightened her. I know I’d be frightened if it had :m.%o:om to me.
Sandra nodded at this. “And what I’ve also heard is H.:m.ﬁ Mireille,
Barbara, and Phyllis all know what it’s like to be victimized by
racism.” All three nodded at this. “So Sandra was targeted. And
Mireille was targeted.” Mireille nodded at this. I looked around the |
table at each person and said, slowly, “And on mm?oB_wQ 11th, all
of us were targeted.” Now everyone nodded. “So, I'm not sur-
prised that these conflicts that existed long Uo.mo_,o m.mcﬁoacﬁ
“11th—this is America, after all-have entered our discussion today.
We can see them in the mayoral election we just r.mP in é.Eo: all
of the racial and ethnic tensions we’ve always :mm._ in g:m city r.mé
erupted in a very fresh way, on the mciwmoo.: At this, Lisa, Mireille,
Barbara, and Phyllis nodded oB@:mﬁom_._% Sandra nodded, too,
but less emphatically; Alan was still looking at his lap, but at least
he was now nodding slightly and seemed less tense.

Finally, in the next excerpt, I referred to the overarching purpose of .

the group. 1 also ended with a specific question to be m.sméowoa ina’
round-robin format. T did this to encourage group cohesion by gently :
demanding non-interruptive participation from m_._ members, and also to
specifically invite participation .mnoa Alan and Lisa, who had remained
quiet throughout the confrontation:

“So all of this that’s a part of our lives will be :.Q,o.m: the room with
us. And that’s okay, that’s real, we can work with it. Butri m:.ﬁ now
because it’s part of my job to help you talk about these things,
must apologize that I wasn’t mc_n to :o:u. you do sO earlier in th
meeting, and here we are now with our time growing short. So,
hope you’ll return next week. We can pick up where we left off, o
else we’ll just see where we all are then. We'll start where we nee
to, with what’s most pressing for people at the time @m the nex
meeting . . . But right now, because the purpose of nzm,mgcm i
supposed to be to help people deal .é:r the stress that we’re goin,
through,”’—and now I purposely smiled with a somewhat zwmmn:_ ex
pression, and everyone smiled back and laughed a little—"T"d liki
to have some sort of ending ritual just for today. So, can we refo
cus . . . I’d like to ask each person to say two things, just two czn.
sentences: First, name one thing that you got out of the group to-
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day”-at this, everyone laughed a little louder, acknowledging the
difficulty of what had happened and trying to relieve the tension. I
added, smiling at my own expense, “whether what you gothere to-
day was good, bad, or indifferent, whatever it is, you can say it;
and second, tell the group one enjoyable or positive thing that
you’re going to do for yourselfeither tonight or this weekend in or-
der to feel good and take good care of yourself.” I scanned the
group and saw hesitation, so I added, in a humorously grudging
tone, “Okay, I’ll start.” People chuckled, tacitly agreeing that this
was a pretty awkward, artificial ending, and so it was only fair that
I was to be punished by having to go first. I said, “What I got out of
this group is how grateful I am for everyone’s presence, that each
of you came here today and expressed yourselves in an honest
way.” Each member participated in this ritual. But as they left, my
new fear was that none of them would return.

I was wrong. Not only did the members return the following week,
but also they expressed their different experiences and worldviews
more openly and directly than ever before during the life of this group.
In this ninth session, [ also observed a more profound and respectful
level of engagement among them, even as their sometimes strongly di-
vergent feelings and opinions were aired and explored. At one point, a
former member who had returned said, “We’re all now learning how to
deal with this newer, higher level of anxiety for the first time in our
lives, a level that may never end.” While I responded to this by helping
the group to damp down the anxiety and talk to each other about how to
cope with it, I could see that Barbara was thinking over the member’s
statement; she seemed to want to say something but looked hesitant to
do so. I gestured toward her with a questioning look on my face, to in-
vite her to speak without pressuring her to do so: ,

In her usual gentle, thoughtful voice, Barbara said, “Well, you
know-and everyone please understand that this is #zot a criti-
cism-Americans are not used to feeling uncomfortable.” I asked
her to say more, and if she was referring to both physical and psy-
chological discomfort. She said, “Yes, I mean both.” She told us of
her travels around the world and cited some conditions of life in
other countries she was familiar with, “such as Mali, where they
wash their clothes on stones and don’t complain about it. And I
was also in South Africa during the time of that panel after apart-
heid was over, those public hearings where people talked about the
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horrendous things that had been done to them, all the killings and:
watching their children die in front of them, and terrible things like
that-now, what was the name of that commission, what was it?”
All of the members were very involved, even riveted to what she §
had said. She struggled to remember the name and I waited longer,
hoping that one of the members would recall it and say it aloud.
But no one did. So I asked, “Are you talking about the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission?” She smiled broadly and said, “Yes,
that’s it"” And now I saw Mireille smiling and nodding emphati-
cally at this, and so was everyone else.

Inwardly, quietly, I marveled at this. During the entire session that
day, “truth and reconciliation” were what the members had been dem-
onstrating to and with each other after the previous week’s angry con-
frontation. 1 realized that Barbara’s own recollection of this
post-apartheid commission was the manifest content for the other, la-
tent content that had been carried over from the prior session. This
ninth-session moment was not overtly dramatic as the eighth-session
confrontation had been, but it was just as palpable. For the rest of the
session, the members continued to explore their differences, political
and otherwise, but they were doing it with mutual respect. They listened
to each other, took each other seriously. There was plenty of disagree-
ment about many things, including the true meaning, for each member,
of the word “healing.”

In the weeks to follow, the atmosphere of mutual aid and the depth o
support for each person’s problems deepened in proportion to the in
creasing freedom with which people felt it was safe to disagree with
each other about “what Americans feel” and “what America stands for’
and “what we’re doing in Afghanistan.” One thing that remained con:
sistent was the growing bond between the members and the level of sen
sitivity they displayed when any one of them felt distress, anxiety, o
grief. Slowly, everyone began to travel out of town again on planes
trains, and even boats. Slowly, a couple of people felt able to look forf
work. Gradually, Sandra did not feel the need to monopolize the group
and even Alan spoke up more. At the penultimate meeting, Sandra de
scribed an incident that occurred when she took a plane flight to visithe
daughter the previous week:

Sandra told the group, “I was profiled at the airport securit
check—they stopped me and had me remove my shoes to see if’
had a bomb in them. And let me tell you, I was really insulted!
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mean, it doesn’t feel good to be profiled in this way!” She looked
directly at Barbara and Phyllis as she said this. Barbara replied
with an empathetic tone and a supportive remark. Phyllis said, “I
can assure you that they didn’t pick you out for any particular rea-
son and that you shouldn’t take it personally. I know this because
one of my friends is a flight attendant and she told me what their
process is, and even she was stopped recently, even though she
was wearing her uniform and her airline identification badge and
everything. She said that before each flight the security people are
told numerically who to stop—meaning, ‘stop every fifth person in
the line” and so on. They have a formula. When my friend was
stopped, she was angry and insulted, too.” Sandra seemed reas-
sured by this; she calmed down.

'

So the subtext of race had surfaced again with Sandra’s talk of being

“profiled,” and those members who truly had been profiled all their

lives came to her aid in this session. A few weeks ago, they had been
very angry at her. Now they seemed to accept her despite her blind
%o%. Perhaps, however awkward it sounded, her use of the word “pro-
file’ was meant, consciously or not, to tell them that she understood, at
least a little. The differences were there, the conflicts remained, but mro
tones and responses had opened up. ,
Toward the end of that meeting, there was no conflict whatsoever
%9: moBQE:m else that Sandra said: ““The feeling I get when I walk
into this room and meet with this group is the feeling of slipping into an
old pair of slippers—it feels safe, warm, and comfortable. Coming here
every week, listening to everyone and being part of this group, finding
in this group such stimulating people with so many ideas, [have to say, I
feel humbled, by what we’ ve shared and what it’s been possible to talk
about here. It’s been a lesson for me.” Everyone took this in, everyone
nodded. Their ability to work with, and in spite of, their oowmmﬁm and
differences was an essential element that made her statement true.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

. m_.<@ recommendations have been illustrated here for addressing con-
flictin groups: the worker must not cut off confrontation too early, nor
m:o.sE she allow it to continue unchecked; she must empathize S:m and
validate the feelings of each member, point out the commonalities in the
group, and refer back to the overarching purpose of the group.
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Some additional observations and conclusions can be made. If the
worker is overly focused on her fears, she will not only be limited in her ]
ability to address conflict, but she also may be unable to acknowledge |
its very presence and will suppress or evade it. Group workers would

benefit from a more honest and open discussion among peers and super-

visors of just how profound and reflexive some of these fears are. The .4
more permission we give each other to be afraid and to explore the ori-
gins of our fears, the better able each of us will be to observe those mo- §

ments when fear gets in the way of good practice. Such a focused
exploration can assist the worker to increase her comfort level. The
more comfortable she becomes, the better able she will be to work with
conflict effectively. She will then have the privilege of witnessing how
the members not only can withstand conflict but also can learn from it
and use it to achieve group purpose. The literature is correct when item-
phasizes that the worker’s response to the emergence of conflict must
depend on the stage of the group. The worker must continually assess
the specific needs and circumstances of each group, and each group ses-
sion; she must set the tone that will allow the members to explore con-
flicts and confront each other with respect and honesty when the
moment is ripe for this.

Good social work practice is a lifelong pursuit. The nature of our
work guarantees that we will be constantly challenged by our fears,
emotions, and personal histories. If the worker is consumed by her fears
and they remain unexamined, then her need to avoid conflict will trump
the needs of the group. For the members to immerse themselves fully in
group process and reap the benefits of interpersonal growth and mutual
aid that are the hallmarks of a successful group, the worker must help

them explore not only what brings them together but also what keeps.

them apart. Only then will each member learn what the others have to
teach.
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