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to external situational circumstances rather than to intrinsic characteristics
of the child’ (Carr, 2000: 33).
Portfolio B, 7.2

The child of Penny, another member of this group, was assessed as possibly showing
carly indications of some form of disorder, which meant they were of a different order
than her peers and the usual parenting techniques would have less effect. Understanding
these differences is important to successful groupwork.

‘Connecting’ knowledge 1s important to relate one area, such as social work practice,
to another, groupwork. Orla, the groupworker with the Offending Awareness group
(Box 1.0), is aware that groupwork programmes have been shown to reduce offending
behaviour by between 10% and 20% (Dixon, 2000: 14). Researching sessions around
victim awareness, she also understands that the young offenders may have been victims
themselves, and that there are many potential advantages to the group context.

As Harrower (1993: 234) points out, ‘groupwork with young offenders has
particular advantages over traditional one-to-one casework. It allows those
who are not adept at communicating, either verbally or non-verbally, to
participate at their own level of expression and learn from observing others’.

Portfolio O, 2.1

There are, then, at least three kinds of relevant knowledge and literature:

C The general groupwork literature (of which this book is an example);

. Context-specific literature, for example, relating to work with children, mental
health work, criminal justice, working with older people;

. Specialist group methods, such as cognitive behavioural groupwork.

Where the group is part of a specific programme, there might be a ready-made
supporting literature, which brings all of these components together. This was the case
for Claire and the Crimestop group (Box 1.C). However, preparing for groupwork
‘from scratch’ requires a willingness to search widely.

ACTIVITY 2.2: SEARCHING

To prepare for the Westville Women'’s group for women with severe and enduring .
mental health problems, Wendy searched the following literature:

*  General groupwork

*  Feminist groupwork

»  Groups for people experiencing mental illness

»  Anti-oppressive social work

Activity resources for women’s mental well-being groups.

Take three of the groups outlined in Boxes 1.C to 1.W and consider what differefxt
areas of knowledge you would need to search in order to prepare for leadership
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containing social needs; or, alternatively, on ‘transformational perspectives, geared not
only to meeting social needs, but also addressing the causes of oppression and
discrimination’ (Mayo 1997: 169). Beliefs are underpinned by ideological assumptions
and it is interesting to speculate whether the group as a context is ideologically neutral.
A group can, for example, be used for social control as easily as social support, and
both at the same time. Group pressure can be oppressive as well as liberating, and a
commitment to groupwork can spring from an ideology of radicalisation or social
conformity.

Issues of power are likely to be more transparent in groupwork, and none more so
than the politics of gender (Cohen and Mullender, 2003). At a theoretical level, the
dominant postmodern paradigm suggests that notions of ‘male’ and ‘female’ are
simplistic, and that the divisions and subgroups within these categories are considerable.
However, experience tells us that gender remains a significant element in the dynamics
of groups, reflected in the continuing popularity of single gender groups, often using
gender to define the group’s title, as in the Women’s group. The co-workers in the
Women’s group (Box 1.W) decided to exclude men from membership because they felt
it less risky for women to be with one another, and to build trust more easily. It also
prevents women from adopting stereotypical roles of deference to men (Portfolio W,
2.1). As Claire noted in respect of the offenders in the all-male Crimestop group:

They tend not to ask a male colleague such questions as ‘are you married?’
Portfolio C, 2.1

Most important is to remain open to all experiences of gender and not to deny a
person’s own experience of their gender because it does not fit our theories or beliefs.
In many ways, this is no less than the groupwork challenge: to find commonalities
whilst not denying differences. This theme runs throughout the book and is highlighted
in Chapter 6.

Social and organisational psychology

One of the best known contributions to our knowledge of groupwork from social
psychology is the concept of group pressure, made popular by a number of high-profile
experiments (Asch, 1952). However, in this brief section I will highlight an element
which is core to successful groupwork, difficult to establish in individual work, and
often not considered explicitly: play and playfulness. The significance of play for children
is well rehearsed, even though it is sometimes lacking in their lives (Simmond, 2005).
Children generally have more opportunities for play in their everyday world, but the
group may open up new kinds of play in which they can explore different aspects of
their ‘self’. 5

For adults, groups can provide permission for play, in all its many meanings. It may
be a chance to play in the sense of have fun; the group might be the only place where
some members are able to experience their ‘child’. In addition, the group can bea pla!cc
to play other roles, cither formally in some kind of rehearsal of a situation to practise
for the world outside, or implicitly by trying on new kinds of role — for instance, of one
who helps rather than one who has been used to being hclpgd. Playfulness is a s:gmtflicant
part of being human and even in groups with painful and intense purposes, we should
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groups and this puts a particular onus on groupworkers to use their own power ethically
to empower the group. Finally, the onus to evaluate the experience of the group is
especially strong and complex for groupworkers, given the range of dynamics and systems
involved. In Chapter 7 we will consider how value and values can be weighed with and
by groups.

UNDERSTANDING GROUPS

Knowledge is one thing, understanding is another. We can know that 2 + 2 = 4, but
not understand why. We may not k#ow what 4 + 4 =, bur if we understand why 2 + 2
= 4, we can begin to discover what 4 + 4 =. Understanding, not knowledge alone, is
the key to effective professional practice, groupwork or otherwise.

One way ro understand a group is to conceive it in terms of a number of different
systems, all of which have an impact on the way it functions. Systems theories vary in
the way they seek to explain how these systems interact and in this section we will use
anotion of inner and outer systems; the best practice arises from a holistic understanding
of all these systems (Doel et al., 2002).

Inner systems

Understanding yourself

A significant element in the group system is yourself. This ‘self’ is a third addition to
Schwartz’s (1961) classic idea of the two clients — the individual members and the
group as a whole. There are several reasons why it is important to have self-knowledge.
First, is the significance of personal beliefs. These play an important part in the way in
which knowledge is used or ignored. The beliefs which people hold about themselves
and about the possibility of change, whether in a group context or some other, will
have a significant bearing on their success. Second, is the motivation needed to prepare
for a group and sustaining your groupwork; understanding what nourishes your
motivation will help to maintain it. Third, it is important to be aware of your likely
strengths in the group and what you might find difficult, or what might lie outside your
‘comfort zone’.

I find it difficult to handle indifferent feedback — preferring it to be positive
or negative. [ think this is because it makes it hard to know where I stand as

a groupworker, as | am keen to adapt the group as feedback is received.
Portfolio W, 5.1

Finally, a self-audit about what you like about groups will be illuminating. It w_ill
prompt you to take a step back to consider that your own preferences may not necessarily
be shared by your co-workers or group members.

As a group member, positive experiences of groups have been those where
there is a clear outline of what will happen, so that significantly unexpected




