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36 SOCIAL WORK WITH GROUPS
INTRODUCTION

Taking time to share the reasons for a group’s formation and the his-
tory of its development has a powerful effect on its members. Such

sharing reduces anxiety and ambivalence, establishes commonality and
increases the chances that members will engage in the type of participa- -
tion necessary to receive the full benefit of group work. By incorporat-
ing such an intervention into first sessions, workers can skillfully
engage members in the process of identifying the need for which they -
came to the group and help them build confidence that the group has the *

ability to meet that need.

Members enter groups with ambivalence and anxiety. They wonder

if the group can really help them. They wonder if they can make a valu

able contribution to the group. They may have been involved in other |

groups, natural or formed, in which they did not feel they fit or were ac-

cepted or valued. On the other hand, they may have had previous group
experiences that they cherish. Their lives may have been profoundly al--
tered by positive interactions with groups and they may wonder if this :

new group will measure up. New group members are reaching out to the
group, saying, “Help me, accept me, let me join you.” Simultaneously,

they are thinking, “I'm afraid to get close. 'm afraid you can’t help-

me.

Workers enter the group having spent many hours on its planning,.

Perhaps this is the first group of this nature at the agency. Perhaps the

worker has facilitated dozens of groups facing the particular social issue-

with great success in helping members achieve their goals. Perhaps the

structure and content planned for the group have been in reaction to a
previous group’s failure to achieve its purpose. When the planning is-

complete and the first session occurs, workers are faced with their own
anxiety, thinking “Will the members participate, will the group fulfil
their needs, will they respond well to what has been planned?”

Every group has a rich history that led to its formation. By sharing.

this history with group members, workers can more easily facilitate th
tasks of the beginning stages of group work. As members learn abou

the thinking that went into the group’s formation, they are invited to
join the collaborative process of mutual aid and become more likely to

participate fully in the work that lies ahead.

This paper will examine ways in which workers can share the reasons

for a group’s formation and the history of its development at the first
session in order to facilitate the tasks of the beginning stage of group
work practice. It will focus on positive outcomes that such sharing has
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on members, as well as those aspects of a group’s planning process that

are woﬂw@..__ to mrm._.o. Group examples will be presented to illustrate the
intervention and its benefits.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The literature on group work practice is rich in its discussion of the
developmental stages of groups (Brandler and Roman, 1999; Ephross
and Vassil, 1988; Garland, Jones, and Kolodny, 1973; Hartford, 1971;
Northen and Kurland, 2001; Sundel, Glasser, Sarri, and Vinter, 1985-
Homo_md.a and Rivas, 2001). The planning process of a group is time
consuming and delicate and is directly tied to its success (Kurland
1978). Discussion of the planning process is abundant in group work lit-
erature; absent, however, are suggestions to share this process with
group members.

Whether H.rm literature identifies the first session as being part of the
inclusion-orientation phase (Northen and Kurland, 2001), the begin-
ning phase (Shulman, 1999), the pre-group convening stage (Hartford
1971), forming (Mills, 1964), the pre-affiliation stage (Garland, J ozom,
and Wﬁo&&\. 1973), or the formative phase (Sarri and Galinsky, _cmmv“
there is general agreement on the tasks that need to be completed.
Kurland (2001) summarizes these tasks by stating that workers need to
orient the members to themselves, to each other and to the structure and
content of the group. Workers must clarify the purpose and goals of the
group and establish the common need of members to achieve these
goals. Group norms and patterns of communication must be formed.
The roles of worker and members are to be clarified. Workers need to
help allay anxiety and enable members to communicate with the group.
Homn_mu.a and Rivas (2001) add that workers need to increase members’
motivation to participate fully in the group process.

Social group work literature’s discussion on beginnings is often fo-
cused on desired skills and qualities of the worker as well as the state of
mind of the anconm (Berman-Rossi, 1993; Garvin, 1997). To facilitate
the mamm session, the literature suggests a range of activities, such as in-
_Hoacoco:m., eliciting members’ expectations of the group, statement of

purpose, simple activities, discussion of confidentiality, and setting
group goals. Attention in the literature is given to what the workers need
to do. However, little attention is given to how they should do it.
. Shulman (1999) does illustrate specific interventions to be used dur-
Ing first group sessions. As illustrated, workers carry out straightfor- -
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ward interventions that accomplish many of the stated objectives for thy may bave u.om.sna the group to mzniwﬁ mo&&. wmoﬂm_moz., to particip ate in
beginning phase. Although specific interventions are presented and an a desired activity wﬁ rﬁo get support for a cmaos_m__)u y m:umg: life situa-
1 mNma no interventions in which the worker shares the reasons for th, | tion. Regardless of how the member found out about the group or the
alyzed, formation and the history of its development are included. , reasons for Em\rﬁ attendance, a person invariably joins m.uo first session
mﬁwuwmum&n_‘ and Roman (1999) illustrate a worker’s skillful introduc with the desire to app HOM%_.SW group, yet that person simultaneously
tory remarks during a first session. Included in their recommended in- S8 wants to avoid intimate affiliation.
t J\an: is the sharing of the history of the group’s formation. The, As uomﬂm the beginning a@<o~ow50.:8_ stage of group work, workers
QMH rs highlight the reciprocal value of such an intervention as well as , strategize to intervene in ways that will help members feel ooB.mcamE.o
w%o /wm_cm mm mmﬁ worker modeling the sharing of how the group cam inthe group and ﬂom:_ to communicate cifectively. Such strategies typi-
i istence so that the members can follow suit and speak frankl ) cally Eo_.smw asking E@E_u@.a S fo introduce anmo?o.m to the group, to
:Mo oxwm v n reasons for coming to the group . , share their reasons for coming to the group and their expectations of
ow ’ i i
’ wﬂwﬁo:o%fo:mmwsm the first session, Northen and Kurland (2001) sug- : how the group can meet ".r@: needs. Often, s&o:. such a request 1s
o ; 4 start. int for the worker is to relate to the membersiilt made, members respond with brief answers that indicate their ambiva-
mm\mr H:\M mHMw MMM;M:%WWMH to recount the thinking and events that led to : Jence. In addition, the first member to share his/her reason for coming to
:m,w\oHmeoswmsa to its oo,aﬁoﬂao:. An understanding of the group’s the group é_zsoﬁms be Mo:muéom by the rest Mﬂ:m.goﬁwoa mrmﬁs_m ﬂ&
history gives grounding to the group and reduces the anxiety the mem- they came to the group for the same reason. All this really accomplishes

. . beginning.” is the reinforcement of members’ ambivalence by their mimicking the
bers are likely to feel in the beginning. initial respondent’s reply (approach) and not sharing their own unique
situations (avoidance). By including the reasons for the group’s forma-

] tion and the history of its development, workers help members examine
DISCUSSION v 3 their individual reasons for coming to the group. Often, they respond by
, : . ‘ ing hope that the group will meet their needs.
; i f roup’s formation and the S expressing :
. mrm.a#m. csmw WWE%M%WMMWM%;MOMMWamoﬁ%ogom“ (i) it helps the For example, at the first session of a group for members ata drugand
Emﬁow s oM o %NBE,E_ozoo. (i) it helps the members connect i alcohol outpatient rehab, the worker shares with members the history of
members overc ;

with the purpose of the group; (iii) it facilitates the oﬂmc:muioa. 0 how such groups have helped people in recovery:
commonality; and (iv) it aids the members in their active participatio

Worker: Some of you may be wondering why it’s important to have a
in the group process.

i . f areas B leisure time group as part of your program of recovery. Throughout

Relating how Hmw@ Wﬂmmm owﬂwrw_wwww%:mmwowmﬁﬁm MMHJMM MEMH_M: : the history of social work with alcoholics and addicts, groups like
: Among Eomm_ are n. € o %maos_mﬁ group, the experience the agenc this have helped members connect with leisure activities that they
| WMM_MM%NMH%M%M hmwa_ﬁ Maosmm, and the ?mﬁoa\ of how social grouj may have enjoyed in the past but put aside when their alcohol and

drug use began to interfere with their ability to do such activities.
Mary: You mean like horseback riding and playing tennis?
Worker: Are those leisure activities that you used to enjoy?
Mary: Yes, I used to love doing stuff like that. But [ haven’t in many
The conflicting thoughts and feelings that members experience upo NW%MM,MMQ aﬂ M wﬁw M%oowwﬂ Mwuoﬂnmm_. I'stopped doing stuff like that
. ) i i . Mem: ' : .
entering anew mHoﬂmw nﬁMMMboMMWmMM% %ﬂwﬂ%ﬂw MMOMHMMG_WMM%%Mm have! Worker: Exactly, and HE.m type of group has not only helped people in
‘conm:_ﬂ: mwo:ﬂmo_ o«i% a Wmaoima social issue. Others are assigned td fecovery re-connect with enjoyable activities, it has helped them de-
awww om mmc mmno.m qu@mﬁzoa program or because of an issue identified Muo_mm%qmowﬂ support network, too, which is a very important tool for
m% mw mﬁ%ua% figure, such as a teacher or case manager. Still others y.

work has addressed the needs that the group aims to meet.

Overcoming Ambivalence
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Mark: You mean like doing stuff with people after AA meetings?

Worker: That’s right. We’re kind of borrowing from a long tradition i
AA where members would plan social activities together, known
“fellowship.” And when AA members get together for coffee and
talk about recovery, it’s sometimes called “the meeting after the
meeting.”

John: I’m not sure I know what I like to do for fun anymore.

Allison: Me neither.

Worker: Well, that’s often how people feel at the beginning of the
group. We’re going to look at some of the stuff you used to do for fun,
or some of the things you always wanted to do and never did. They
we’1l look at how to really do them. Almost always, members of thig
type of group find new and exciting leisure activities to plan. Then
when they follow through on their plans they not only have fun, it be-
comes easier and easier to stay sober. :

Allison: Oh, I see. So even if I feel like there’s no fun in my life right
now, I can learn how to do stuff that would be fun. Without drinking, -

John: T kind of miss doing the stuff I used to enjoy when I was a kid. Be-
fore I started smoking weed all the time. I"d like to go back to draw-
ing and maybe writing. :

Mary: I hope I can learn to do some of that stuff again.

Mark: Me too.

John: I was wondering what this group was all about. Now I see how it:8
can help. :

By sharing the history of how social group work has addressed the
need for recovering alcoholics to explore sober leisure activities, the
worker helps members to reflect on the reasons for which they came to
the group. Mary, upon hearing how such groups have helped other r
covering alcoholics, tentatively asks about certain activities she i
thinking about. She relates to the worker’s description of how su
groups have helped others. Later, she expresses hope that the group w
meet her needs. John and Allison express uncertainty about knowin
what to do for fun. They wonder if they can do the work that the groug
will demand. The latent content of these expressions indicates uncer
tainty that the group will accept them and ambivalence about whethe!
the group will meet their needs. The worker responds by acknowled
ing their uncertainty and comparing it to feelings expressed by mem
bers who have participated in similar groups. Both John and Alliso
respond by expressing hope that the group can help them. The expres
sion of hope is a clear indication that ambivalence has been reduced.
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Connecting with the Purpose of the Group

Helping the members connect to the purpose of the group is an im-
portant task of the beginning phase of group work practice. By ex-
plaining to members the thinking behind the formation of the group,
workers take the members on the journey they themselves took during
the planning process. While on this journey of discovering and con-
necting to .Eo group’s purpose, members react by deepening their
emotional investment in completing the work necessary to achieve
their goals.

Planning a group is an arduous task. In involves “hanging out” with
potential members and assessing their needs. It can also include justify-
ing the formation of the group to the agency’s administration. A plan-
ning model developed by Kurland (1982) includes planning elements of
need, purpose, composition, structure, content, pre-group contact, and
agency context. Using this model can help workers develop more suc-
cessful groups and a deeper understanding of the individual members
and the societal and environmental factors affecting the group’s popula-
tion. By taking the model one step further and sharing with members the
thinking behind the planning process of the group, workers can help the
members connect with the group’s purpose. The outcome is that mem-
bers increase their stake in the group.

At the first session of a group for developmentally disabled adults,
for example, members openly discussed their not understanding the rea-
son (purpose) for coming to the group:

?mormo_. sat straight up in his chair, raised his voice and said
“How did we get here?” When I asked him what he meant, he mmmm
%m.ﬁ he wasn’t sure why he was in this group or why he was
switched out of the art group that met at the same time. He also
mﬂmﬁo.a that he wasn’t sure if he was going to stay in this group or
that it would be able to help him. Julio said that he thought he un-
aﬂmﬁoom why they were here. He said that we were here to plan a
trip, but that he wasn’t sure what trip it would be and said that he
was afraid to travel very far. Doris said that she wanted to go on a
trip but that she didn’t think she could plan it all by herself. I ex-
plained to the group that over the last several months I had noticed
Sm.ﬁ many of the clients often spoke about not doing anything with
their free time, and that they said they felt bored and lonely, espe-
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cially during weekends and holidays. I said that I thought abo
how to help with this problem and decided that it might be a goo,
idea to start a field trip group to help the members learn how tq
structure their time and plan activities that were fun. I asked the
group if they remember when I began speaking with them aboy
how they spent their time and they said that they wanted to plap
things to do but that they weren’t sure what to plan or how to plan
it. Everyone nodded their heads yes and I said, “Well, sure you af
want to learn how to plan activities, and since none of you seem to 4§
be doing it on your own, we are going to work together in this§
group to learn how to do it. That’s why this group was formed. §
That’s how we got here.” Michael said, “Now I getit. We’re in thi
group so we can learn to plan a trip together. Then we can plar
other stuff to do so we don’t get so bored or lonely.” Doris said
“That sounds good. I always get lonely. 'm gonna like thi
group.” Julio said, “I might not be afraid to travel around the city if §
we all do it together.” I asked Michael if he still wasn’t sure if h
was going to stay in the group or not. He said, “Oh no, I"'m not go-
ing to leave this group now. I want to learn how to plan a trip!”

Sharing the thinking that went into the group’s formation had a pow
erful effect on the members. By explaining the group’s planning pro
cess and his perception of members’ needs, the worker helps Michael
who was ready to drop out, make a connection with the group’s pur
pose. When this connection is made, Michael makes a clear and em
phatic statement of the purpose of the group, “so we can learn to plan
trip together . . . so we don’t get so bored or lonely,” and exclaims hi
desired participation, “I want to learn how to plan a trip!”

Doris expresses fear that she might not be able to accomplish th
tasks necessary to achieve the group’s purpose. Similarly, Julio is fear
ful of the content of the group, and states that he is “afraid to travel ver
far.” The worker addresses their fear of planning or taking a trip by re
ferring back to his thinking during the group’s planning process. By ex
plaining an important aspect of the group’s content-that they would b
planning and taking the trip fogether—he helps Doris and Julio conne
to a very important aspect of the group’s purpose. The effect is the diss
pation of their fears, as both Doris and Julio make motivational state
ments about their participation in the group. ,

The effect that such sharing has on a group can be non-verbal. In this]
instance, as the worker explained his thinking about the group’s forma}
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tion, members began to smile, excitedly darting their eyes back and
forth to each other. The increased energy level of the members was pal-
pable. It was clear they had made an internal shift and were beginning to
emotionally commit to the group.

Establishing Commonality

A major factor for members continuing with a group past the initial
session is that they sense something in common with other members
and they develop trust that this commonality can help them meet the
needs for which they came to the group. In beginnings, workers need to
establish commonality so members become oriented to each other and
can deepen the affective level of communication.

Shulman (1999) defines common ground as “the overlap or com-
monality between the specific services of the setting and the felt needs
of the client.” Workers can highlight the overlap of the services (agency)
and the clients’ needs by sharing the mission statement of the agency with
the group. Many agencies have arich history of working with a particular
population or social issue and have spent time and effort in developing a
mission statement that reflects its values and informs the design of its
services. By sharing the mission statement with members, workers can
orient them to these values. They respond by reflecting on how these
values oo:mm_.uoa with their own and connect with other members’
common experiences.

Atthe first session of a support group for newly diagnosed HIV-posi-
tive clients, the worker shares the mission statement of the agency:

Worker: I’dlike to start off by sharing the mission statement of the Cen-
ter with you all. (Reads) “The Center provides a home for the birth
nurture and oo_ovﬂmaoz of our organizations, institutions and os_ﬂﬁom
cares for oﬁ.E&iacm_m and groups in need; educates the public and
our community; and empowers our individuals and groups to achieve
their fullest potential.” Any thoughts or reactions to our mission?

David: Well, that’s kind of why I came here, to be empowered.

ﬁoﬁ.won Tell us more about that.

David: Well, since I found out I was positive, I’ve been feeling very
powerless, like I don’t know what to do or how to manage my life. |
Eﬁ.:% know anyone else who’s positive and I don’t have much infor-
mation about treatment and stuff, so I came here to get information
and meet other people who are going through the same thing I am. I
think that will be empowering.
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Worker: Anyone else?
Alan: Well, ’'m also looking to learn about treatment and stuff, by
mostly I need somewhere to go where I can just talk about being pos
tive. Like he said, I don’t have many friends who are positive and
don’t feel like I can talk to my friends who are negative. They just
don’t understand. |
Gordon: I agree. I have some friends who are positive, but they’ve bee
positive for like more than ten years and we all just found out re-
cently, so there’s stuff I want to talk about that I'm ashamed to talk
about with them. I kind of needed to meet other people like me,
Jeff: 1 feel the same way.
Marco: What about what it said about achieving my full potential? How
am I gonna do that now that I'm sick?
Worker: That’s a good question. What do people think about what
Marco just said?
Gordon: I don’t think we’re sick. Well, we’re positive but that doesn’t
mean we’ll get sick necessarily. Not if we take care of ourselves.
Jeff: Right. Maybe we can learn to do that in this group.
Marco: I’d like to learn about nutrition and stuff, like how we can ea
better to stay in good health. :
David: Me too, and about what to eat that will go well with my medica-
tion. :
Worker: OK, it sounds like several members of this group are looking
for a combination of information and support from other folks who
have recently been diagnosed as positive, like yourselves . . . and 8
that’s exactly what we were hoping to do.

The worker’s sharing of the agency’s mission statement serves as g
natural jumping off point for the members to establish common groun
David responds immediately, by identifying how the mission of the;
agency is connected to his reasons for joining the group—to be empow;
ered—and states some of his expectations of the group. Alan jumps in b}
relating his identification with what David has said. Gordon and Je
chime in by re-stating the common need to share experiences with oth:
ers who are newly diagnosed, as opposed to those who have lived with
HIV for years. Non-verbal cues, including shaking of heads, leaning
forward in seats, and intense intra-group eye contact were further indi:
cations that the members were connecting with common feelings ang
expectations. Rather than reaching for similarities, the worker needs
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only t0 summarize the common ground that has been established in or-
der for the group to begin its work.

Such sharing offers a focus for members to reach out and test the wa-
ters of the group. It creates a space that is just intimate enough for this
developmental stage of the group. It allows the members to verbalize
their reasons for joining the group, resulting in the establishment of
commonality.

Aiding Active Participation

Early sessions of groups can have the tendency to lack active mem-
ber ﬁmaow@mmo:. Issues of trust, combined with anxiety of the unknown
situation the group presents, can cause members to draw back and with-
hold involvement in the group. The worker strives to draw members out
by utilizing the skills of reaching for an information link and inviting
full participation (Middleman and Wood, 1990).

During the beginning stage of group work practice, workers need to
establish group norms and guidelines for the structure and content of the
group, as well as model patterns of communication for the members. It
can be challenging for the worker to elicit member participation while
attempting to achieve these tasks. When workers share aspects of the
group’s planning process, they send cues that invite members to be-
come actively involved in the development of the group’s norms, guide-
lines, structure, and content.

For example, at the first session of the HIV-positive support group
mentioned above, members sat silently in their chairs, heads down, not
making any eye contact with each other. The worker shared how an-
other experience the agency had with a similar group affected this
group’s structure:

Worker: I wanted to take a moment to share with you a little bit about
how this became an ongoing group. Traditionally groups at the Cen-
ter are time limited and last for ten or twelve weeks. We have been
trying to plan an HI'V-positive support group for several cycles now,
but it has not been very successful. During the last cycle not enough
members registered for this group for it to happen, so the group was
cancelled. The same thing happened the cycle before last. We want to
have a support group for people newly diagnosed with HIV, but
haven’t been very successful at getting one started. Then we had the
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idea of making it an ongoing group, so that even if only a few peop

registered by the start date, we could continue to do outreach for the
group and members could join along the way. That way we can builg
the group and also have more time to develop group content and to dg
more creative programming like having outside speakers come in tg
share on specific topics. :

David: Does that mean we’re going to have lots of new members coms
ing in and the group might get really big?

Worker: Well, let’s talk about that.

David: I don’t necessarily think that we should get too big. We migh
not all get what we need if there are too many people in the group.

Worker: What do other folks think about that?

Carmine: I think it was a good idea to make it ongoing. That way we can
be here for other people like us who need this group.

Jeff: That’s true. I wouldn’t want to see anyone turned away from the
group because of its size. Not if they need the support. That’s one o
the reasons I came here, not just to get support, but to give it, too.

Carmine: Can we get a doctor to come in and talk to us about side ef-§
fects of medication?

(silence)

Marco: Well, what about the name of the group?

Worker: What about it?

Marco: Well, why is it called the HIV-Positive Support Group!
That’s not very private. We were talking about confidentiality and |
all, and it’s not like I really want to walk around the lobby asking
the front desk, hey, like can you tell me where the HIV-Positivi
Support Group is? I may as well put a big sign on me that says M
Name Is Marco: I’ve got AIDS. I’ve been gossiped about enougl
already. I don’t want no one all in my business, especially abou
this.

Worker: OK. What do other members think?

Alan: I kind of agree. Why don’t we change the name of the group.

Worker: We could do that.

Alan: You know, to something more discreet, to protect our privacy..

Marco: I agree.

Worker: So what should we call it?

Marco: How about Circle of Friends?

Gordon: 1 like that. That’s kind of what I’'m looking for anyway. And
is more discreet. :
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worker: What do others think?

pavid: That’s good. It protects our privacy and it’s a better name. Be-
sides, who wants to go to the HIV-Positive Support Group when you
can go to the Circle of Friends.

(everybody laughs)

When the worker shares how an experience with a similar group
has affected the planning of this group’s structure, David responds
by expressing concern that the planning may cause the group to get
too large, implying that his needs might not get met. What a won-
derful expression of desire to participate in the group process! Car-
mine and Jeff respond by indicating that in addition to their need to
receive support, they also have the desire to give support to other
group members-another indication that members wish to partici-
pate in mutual aid. Despite issues of trust, so blatantly expressed by
Marco, members begin to own the group by indicating they want to
change its name. When Marco suggests that the name of the group
be changed to protect the confidentiality of its members, he is fol-
lowing the worker’s lead in establishing a group norm, as well as
opening the a.ooﬂ for members to participate fully in the group pro-
cess.

By sharing part of the history of this group’s development, the
worker aids the members in participating in the forming of the group’s
structure, content, and norms. Such sharing has a positive effect on the
group and facilitates a level of participation and cohesion not typically
present this early in the development of a new group.

CONCLUSION

. By sharing the thinking behind a group’s formation and the history of
its development, workers can harness a powerful intervention that aids
In the facilitation of the beginning stage of group work. While many
iwﬁw@a may spontaneously invoke such sharing, it is the premise of
E_m paper that the purposeful use of this intervention will consistently
yield positive results.

_ Exploring further sharing of different aspects of a group’s forma-
tion and the history of its development will broaden workers’ under-
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standing of the effect that such sharing has on members. Furthd
inquiry, both formal and anecdotal, of the use of this interventio
will fine tune its applicability across a broad range of social wor
groups. :
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