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vii

 We continue to believe that groups offer a unique format for interpersonal exploration and 
growth and that the “success” of the group is most likely related to the skill and competency 
level of the group leader. Through our years of teaching, practice, supervision, joint lectures, 
and group demonstrations, we have attempted to discuss and evaluate group methods, theo-
ries, and procedures—always with a profound respect for and fascination with the powerful 
intervention that we call group. We hope that our own development as group facilitators is 
refl ected in this present volume as we attempt to address and share some of the topics that 
continue to grow out of our personal observations and research. 

 The purpose of this book is to provide encouragement to the beginning group counselor, 
to furnish support for the efforts of the practicing group facilitator, and, hopefully, to con-
tribute to the stimulation of both through the presentation of ideas and practices that we 
have found helpful in our work with groups in a number of different settings. The potential 
group leader should fi nd this book especially helpful when initiating a counseling group as 
well as anticipating some of the practical group problems that can be expected throughout 
the working life and ending stages of the group. 

 Our intention is for this text to serve as a primary resource in traditional courses in group 
counseling. In addition, we feel that this book can be used as a method of acquainting the 
reader with group counseling concepts and procedures in survey courses for human service 
providers in the fi elds of counseling, psychology, social work, rehabilitation, and sociology. 
The social impact of group work has become increasingly apparent as we begin the 21st 
century. Professional practitioners in educational settings and the many community social 
agencies will need to extend and validate their knowledge, skills, and competencies as experts 
in the application of group dynamics in their work. 

 In many ways, this is a very personal book in that we have insisted upon maintaining 
contact with the direct clinical aspects of group work rather than simply treating it as a theo-
retical intervention system. We continue to do groups as well as to teach and speculate about 
them. As such, our intent has been to present more than a cookbook or how-to manual but 
rather a sharing of some of our deeply held convictions and personal experiences that have 
helped shape us not only as group leaders but also as persons. It is our fi rmly held belief that 
those two things are virtually inseparable. 

   PREFACE 
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 Remarks that James Muro made about group counseling in the fi rst edition of this text 
are still pertinent. Because questions he raised about the fi eld of group counseling have been 
an impetus for exploration in this current text, we have chosen to include Muro’s original 
remarks: 

 While numerous authors have attempted to defi ne group counseling in contrast to the 
more clearly established procedures labeled group guidance and group therapy, these 
attempts, though well meaning, generally have neither provided the clarity nor delineated 
the competencies that are required of a professional group counselor. Certainly this gap 
is not because of lack of interest. Interest alone, however, does not provide the counselor/
educator or practicing counselor with answers to the basic questions that are essential for 
complete professionalization. 

 Why, for example, should a process so personal and intimate as counseling be conducted 
in a group meeting? How can the consumers of this process, the children and adults of 
our nation, have faith in what counselors profess when the counselors themselves are 
ill-prepared to provide evidence that the graduates of training programs are competent to 
deal with the sensitive issues that arise in the world of small group life? What must group 
counselors do? What must they know? Who should they be? 

 Readers of this book are provided with responses to the basic concerns of the group 
counseling process. The “why” of group counseling is explored and defended in under-
standable, humanistic terms. One can initiate a personal philosophy of group counseling 
from this overview. Philosophical considerations, however, represent only the tip of the 
group counseling iceberg. 

 Readers, once oriented, can follow a developmental program of skills necessary 
to become active group leaders. The dynamics of groups are outlined clearly and the 
mechanics of organizing and maintaining a group are presented. 

 Following, listed in concise, summary form, are what we consider to be some of the singular 
attributes of this book: 

 • a thorough discussion of the rationale for using group counseling, with emphasis on the 
group providing a preventive environment, a setting for self-discovery, an opportunity 
to redefi ne self, and the development of interpersonal awareness; 

 • an insightful look into our personalities as manifested in our differing approaches to the 
development of a theoretical approach to working with groups; 

 • practical suggestions on the skills needed for effective facilitation of groups; 
 • an examination of the group facilitator’s internal frame of reference and the overcom-

ing of initial group leader anxiety; 
 • a rare look at Carl Rogers’s personal feelings about group members as shared by Rogers; 
 • an in-depth focus on the planning and implementation process of beginning a group, 

taking the reader through the process of starting a group from the idea stage through 
the fi rst session; 

 • detailed guidelines for forming a counseling group and accomplishing the diffi cult task 
of facilitating the early stages of development, with emphasis on encouraging interac-
tion and member responsibility; 

 • an exploration of typical problems in the developing group process with suggested 
solutions that facilitate group cohesiveness; 
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 • a description of frequently encountered issues in group counseling related to structur-
ing and an analysis of the practical application of structuring; 

 • a thorough exploration of potential problems related to termination of a counseling 
group, with recommended procedures for termination, evaluation, and follow-up; 

 • an insightful and practical examination of the application of group counseling proce-
dures with children and adolescents. 

 In addition to the specifi c strengths listed here, this sixth edition of  Group Counseling: Concepts 
and Procedures  provides graduate students and practitioners meaningful material in the fol-
lowing signifi cant areas, which contribute to the uniqueness of this sixth edition and help to 
make it a very user-friendly text: 

 • a revised chapter on diversity and social justice in group work, which highlights the 
major issues of being a competent group worker in a pluralistic society; 

 • a new chapter on Ethics and Leadership Training that provides a fi rst step in the leader-
ship learning and development process; 

 • a complete reworking and reorganization of the chapters on leadership to make the 
concepts and key elements clear; 

 • an expanded chapter devoted to co-leadership, which stands out in its coverage of co-
leadership—a topic that is often ignored by other group counseling texts; 

 • a reworking of the chapter on Group Counseling with Children that includes an in-
depth look at Landreth’s innovative and empirically validated Child-Parent-Relationship 
Therapy. 

 We hope the information contained in this book fuels your passion for group work! 

 Robert C. Berg 
 Garry L. Landreth 

 Kevin A. Fall 
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1

 Things come in kinds; people come in groups. 
 Chinese proverb 

 Group procedures in counseling and psychoeducation have long been considered and used 
by counselors as an expedient method for meeting the needs of increasing client loads. 
Although effi ciency in terms of saving counselor time often has been considered a major 
attraction of group counseling, research has shown that the use of groups for various educa-
tional and counseling functions provides advantages other than expediency (Erford, 2017). 
Group counseling programs can provide individuals with the kinds of group experiences that 
help them learn to function effectively, to develop tolerance to stress and anxiety, and to fi nd 
satisfaction in working and living with others (Gazda et al., 2001). 

 As you begin your journey into group work, it is important to know how the modality has 
developed over time and the basic elements that set it apart from other forms of intervention. 
In this chapter, you will fi rst learn about the historical development of group, as knowing its 
history will help lay the foundation for the rationale. You will then learn about the unique 
and dynamic interaction among “I,” “You,” and “Us” elements that make group so powerful. 
Lastly, you will learn about a few important core concepts that will provide a good beginning 
to your understanding of group work, and this beginning will make you eager to learn more 
about group. 

 HISTORY OF GROUP COUNSELING 

 Throughout this text, we take the position that group counseling is a unique intervention 
system that differs signifi cantly from those procedures that can be described as  guidance  and 
those therapy processes commonly referred to as  psychotherapy.  Much of the diffi culty in 
clearly delineating the functions of these processes stems from the fact that considerable over-
lap exists in training of group leaders, methodologies employed, and client population served. 

C H A P T E R

 1 

 HISTORY AND RATIONALE 
OF GROUP COUNSELING 
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 Another problem is that during the process of professionalization within the fi elds of 
guidance, counseling, and psychotherapy, the terms—particularly among laypersons—have 
been used somewhat interchangeably. Added to this problem has been a plethora of popular 
literature appearing regularly in widely read national weeklies concerning all kinds of groups; 
hence one readily can see the possibilities for misinformation. Condensed “quicky” versions 
of various therapeutic intervention systems that focus mainly upon “therapies” that range 
from highly experimental to bizarre are presented to the lay public, often accompanied by 
visual reinforcers in the standard three-column synopsis. 

 More or less on a regular basis through the media, the public is treated to nude therapy 
groups, Erhard Seminars Training (EST), sensitivity training (a generic term covering the 
widest range of activities from offensive nonsense to well-planned, systematic, self-awareness 
laboratories), and primal screams. The height of this cultural grab for instant intimacy caused 
many practitioners and clients to view group therapy with a suspicious eye. 

 Major professional organizations are continuing in their attempts to defi ne, delineate, and 
professionalize the counseling/therapeutic functions. The American Counseling Association 
(ACA), the American Psychological Association (APA), the American Group Psychotherapy 
Association (AGPA), and the Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW) have posi-
tion papers and ethical guidelines that address the many problems of small-group work. 

 Association for Specialists in Group Work “Best Practice Guidelines” 

 On March 29, 1998, the Executive Board approved the ASGW “Best Practice Guidelines.” 
These standards are intended to complement ACA standards in the area of group work by 
clarifying the nature of ethical responsibility of the counselor in the group setting and by 
stimulating a greater concern for competent group leaders. This document and the consid-
erable strength represented by ASGW membership constitute a major step forward in the 
professionalization of group work in the United States. In 2008, ASGW published a revised 
version of these “Best Practices” (Thomas & Pender, 2008; see  Appendix A ). 

 In an attempt to help clarify what we see as counseling in a small group, we offer the fol-
lowing defi nition from the ASGW professional training standards (ASGW, 2000): 

  Group Work:  is a broad professional practice involving the application of knowledge and 
skill in group facilitation to assist an interdependent collection of people to reach their 
mutual goals which may be intrapersonal, interpersonal, or work-related. The goals of 
the group may include the accomplishment of tasks related to work, education, personal 
development, personal and interpersonal problem solving, or remediation of mental and 
emotional disorders. 

 (p. 328) 

 EARLY INFLUENCES 

 Group counseling owes its historical roots to the infl uence of group dynamics and to the 
more established procedures used in group guidance and group psychotherapy. The virtual 
explosion of counseling-related groups since the mid-1960s has caused professionals within 
the fi eld to struggle with defi ning and professionalizing the concept of counseling people 
in groups. Some argue that intensely personal problems are better dealt with in individual 
counseling. 
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 Nevertheless, groups are a natural phenomenon in human history. Forerunners of orga-
nized groups include various religious movements, drama, and morality plays. Some histo-
rians cite Mesmer’s work as a precursor of group treatment. Most, however, note the “class 
method” work of J. H. Pratt, a Boston physician, as the beginning of scientifi c group treatment 
(Flournoy, 1934) in the United States. In 1905, Pratt used a directive-teaching methodology 
with his tubercular patients as he instructed them in hygiene. His original intention was to 
boost their morale through more effective cleanliness. The method more closely resembled 
what we think of as guidance today. It is doubtful whether Pratt fully understood the psy-
chological impact of his group methods, particularly in the early stages. It soon became clear 
that his patients were deriving more benefi t from the supportive atmosphere of the group 
than from the information imparted in the lectures. 

 Somewhat later, Alfred Adler and J. L. Moreno began using group methods in Europe. 
Adler would counsel children in front of a group, with the primary purpose of instructing 
other professionals in individual counseling. Again, the observation was made that, far from 
interfering, the group or audience, as they asked questions and interacted, had a positive 
impact on the counseling. This methodology continues to be used by present-day Adlerians 
with the dual purpose of teaching and counseling. 

 Before leaving Europe to practice in the United States, J. L. Moreno used group techniques 
with the street people of Vienna. He worked with children, displaced persons, and prostitutes 
as he found them in their environments. According to Gazda (1982, p. 10), Moreno was 
“very likely the most colorful, controversial and infl uential person in the fi eld of group 
psychotherapy . . . Moreno introduced psychodrama into the USA in 1925; in 1931 he 
coined the term  group therapy  and in 1932,  group psychotherapy. ” 

 Others who have had great infl uence on group therapy in the United States include S. R. Slav-
son, who in the 1930s introduced methods later to become known as  activity group therapy.  His 
methods were developed with socially maladjusted children. Rudolph Dreikurs applied Adlerian 
principles in his work with family groups and children in Chicago. Carl Rogers and his client-
centered or phenomenological approach helped popularize group work following World War II. 
A shortage of adequately trained personnel and a great need for reconstructive and supportive 
therapy accelerated the adaptation of client-centered principles to group work with veterans. 

 The exact origins of group counseling are somewhat obscure, owing to infl uences of 
group psychotherapy and group dynamics. Furthermore, many of the early writers used the 
terms  guidance ,  counseling , and  psychotherapy  interchangeably. R. D. Allen (1931) appeared to 
have been the fi rst person to use the term  group counseling  in print. Close inspection, however, 
indicates that the methods and procedures he described are what would be referred to as 
 group guidance  today. 

 Although practitioners attempted to clarify the terms  group guidance  and  group counsel-
ing , considerable controversy raged during the late 1930s and 1940s. Group psychotherapy 
moved forward in 1942, when S. R. Slavson created the American Group Psychotherapy 
Association (AGPA). The AGPA is the longest-standing group professional organization and 
is dedicated to an interdisciplinary exploration of group psychotherapy practice and research. 
The organization publishes the  International Journal for Group Psychotherapy  and oversees a 
clinical registry of certifi ed group psychotherapists. 

 George and Dustin (1988) wrote about the infl uences of group dynamics and the National 
Training Laboratories (NTL) movement. In the mid 1940s, a training group in Bethel, Maine, 
devised a method to analyze its own behavior. The leaders of this group had worked with 
Kurt Lewin, a psychologist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who had developed 
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the idea that training in human-relations skills was an important but overlooked type of 
education in modern society. Forming shortly after Lewin’s death, the group focused on 
experience-based learning, that is, analyzing, discussing, and trying to improve their own 
behavior in the group situation. Observing the nature of their interactions with others and 
the group process, participants believed, gave them a better understanding of their own way 
of functioning in a group, making them more competent in dealing with interpersonal rela-
tions. The warm, caring relationships that developed among the participants led to very deep 
personal change in individuals. 

 As a result of these group experiences and the learning that resulted, those individuals 
organized the NTLs, which quickly became a model for training leaders in industry and 
education. The major impact of NTL was a new emphasis on the process by which a group 
operates rather than on content. Group leaders placed far more importance on how some-
thing was said and the effects this had on other individuals than on the words themselves. 
Thus, participants in the group experience were not interested in learning content but were 
focusing on how to learn, especially within the area of interpersonal relationships (George & 
Dustin, 1988, pp. 2–3). 

 With the proliferation of group counseling procedures during the 1960s and 1970s, the 
argument over terminology seems to be subsiding. The professionalization of school coun-
selors and counselors in public agencies and private practice has added credibility and accept-
ability to group counseling procedures. In 1971, Gazda, Duncan, and Sisson conducted a 
survey of the membership of an interest group in group procedures of the American Person-
nel and Guidance Association. One of their purposes was to clarify the distinctions among 
various group procedures. Gazda (1982, p. 23) summarized: 

 Group guidance and certain human potential-type groups are described as primarily 
preventive in purpose; group counseling, T-groups, sensitivity groups, [and] encounter 
groups . . . are described as partially preventive, growth engendering, and remedial in 
purpose; group psychotherapy is described as remedial in purpose. The clientele served, 
degree of disturbance of the clientele, setting of the treatment, goals of treatment, size of 
group, and length and duration of treatment are, accordingly, refl ected in the emphasis or 
purpose of each of these three distinctly different groupings. 

 Finally, George M. Gazda, J. A. Duncan, and K. E. Geoffroy founded the ASGW, a division of 
the American Personnel and Guidance Association. In December 1973, Gazda was appointed 
its fi rst president. ASGW has been instrumental in providing a professional organization 
devoted to the exploration and practice of group work in its many forms. In addition to the 
“Best Practices” document (see  Appendix A ), ASGW has also written comprehensive train-
ing standards ( Appendix B ) and was the fi rst professional organization to develop diversity 
competencies for group workers (see  Appendix E ). 

 SIGNIFICANT HISTORICAL DATES AND EVENTS 

 1905: J. H. Pratt, Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston, offers fi rst formal therapeutic 
group experience with tubercular patients. 

 1907: Jesse B. Davis, Principal of Grand Rapids (Michigan) High School, requires one 
English class per week devoted to “Vocational and Moral Guidance.” Probably the fi rst 
group approach used in school guidance. 
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 1908: Vocational Bureau of Boston opens in January with Frank Parsons as director. 
After the death of Parsons, staff members begin to see vocationally undecided persons 
in groups. 

 1910: Sigmund Freud introduces his theories through lectures at Clark University. 
 1910: Clifford Beers publishes  A Mind That Found Itself.  
 1914: J. L. Moreno, under the name of J. M. Levy, publishes a philosophical paper on 

group methods. 
 1918: Progressive Education Association established. 
 1918: Army alpha and beta tests used with the military. 
 1921: Moreno forms the “Theatre of Spontaneity,” which was the forerunner of 

psychodrama. 
 1922: Alfred Adler uses collective counseling with prison and child-guidance populations. 

Forerunner of group counseling. 
 1924: F. Allport: social scientists involved in the investigation of small-group phenomena. 
 1924: K. Gordon compares individual and small-group counseling. 
 1927: Hawthorne Study begins, directed by Elton Mayo. 
 1928: G. Watson performances. 
 1931: R. D. Allen publishes “A Group Guidance Curriculum in the Senior High School,” 

 Education ,  52 , 189–194. First use of the term  group counseling  in the literature. He was 
referring to group guidance procedures. Group counseling did not emerge until the 
1940s. 

 1931: Moreno introduces the term  group therapy.  
 1932: Moreno introduces the term  group psychotherapy.  Moreno devises an early form of 

group treatment known as  psychodrama.  This paves the way for the emergence of group 
therapy and group counseling. 

 1935: Trigant Burrow (psychoanalytic group analysis) focuses on biological principles of 
group behavior, a process he labeled  phyloanalysis.  

 1936: Louis Wender: psychoanalytic group model. 
 1936: Muzafer Sherif: sociological fi eldwork studies. 
 1930s: Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), the fi rst major self-help group, begins. 
 1939: Paul Schilder (psychoanalytic orientation) focuses on interaction between indi-

vidual group members. 
 1940: Kurt Lewin, infl uential founder and promoter of group dynamics, a fi eld theory 

based on Gestalt principles of part–whole relationships. 
 1942: American Society of Group Psychotherapy and Psychodrama (ASGPP) established 

by Moreno. 
 1942: American Group Psychotherapy Association created by S. R. Slavson. 
 1942: Carl R. Rogers publishes  Counseling and Psychotherapy.  
 1946: Lewin organizes an intergroup relations workshop in Connecticut that leads to 

the formation of the National Training Laboratories (NTL) in Bethel, Maine. There 
originates the Basic Skills Training (BST) Group, which later evolved into the training 
group (t-group) movement. 

 1947: Moreno founds the journal  Sociatry , which changes its name in 1949 to  Group 
Psychotherapy.  

 1948: Wilfred Bion, Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in Great Britain: group 
dynamic focus on cohesiveness and forces that foster growth or regression in groups. 

 1949: Slavson founds the  International Journal of Group Psychotherapy.  
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 1950: R. F. Bales begins looking at interaction process analysis and observes stereotypical 
roles emerging in groups. 

 1951: John Bell starts conducting group therapy for families. 
 1951: Rudolph Dreikurs starts working with parent groups. 
 1951: American Personnel and Guidance Association (APGA) is founded. 
 1954: In  Brown  v.  Board of Education , the U.S. Supreme Court rejects the “separate but 

equal” doctrine previously established by  Plessy v. Ferguson  (1896). 
 1958: National Defense Education Act (NDEA) passed. 
 1958: Nathan Ackerman, Gregory Bateson, and Virginia Satir (1964) modify psychoana-

lytic group model for work with families. 
 1958: Helen I. Driver writes  Counseling and Learning Through Small Group Discussion , the 

fi rst textbook published in the fi eld of group work. 
 1960: Carl R. Rogers, the most infl uential theorist, applies his person-centered techniques 

to groups and coins the term  basic encounter group  while working at the Center for the 
Study of Persons in La Jolla, California. 

 1961: Jack Gibb looks at competitive versus cooperative behavior in groups. 
 1964: Eric Berne applies transactional analysis (TA) concepts to group work and publishes 

 Principles of Group Treatment  (1966). 
 1967: Fritz Perls, leader in human potential movement, applies Gestalt theory in numerous 

workshops at the Esalen Institute on the coast of California. 
 1967: William C. Schutz, human potential leader, stresses nonverbal touching, hugging, 

and experiencing in groups. 
 1967: George Bach: confl ict resolution through fair fi ghting; along with Fred Stoller, 

describes the power and need for marathon groups. 
 1968: George M. Gazda assumes the leadership role for Dwight Arnold in creating an 

interest group through APGA specifi cally for practitioners interested in group work. 
 1970: Jane Howard writes the book  Please Touch , chronicling her personal journey as a 

journalist through several of the most popular “sensitivity groups” of the period. This 
book helps defl ect some criticism of the encounter group movement but also empha-
sizes the importance of professional leadership and member selection. 

 1970: I. D. Yalom, based on his extensive clinical experience, posits 10 “curative factors” 
available in therapy groups. 

 1970:  Carl Rogers on Encounter Groups  is published. 
 1971: I. L. Janus coins the term  group think  to demonstrate the power that groups can have 

on people to conform. 
 1971: Yalom and M. Lieberman study encounter groups and fi nd that aggressive, confron-

tive, distant leaders produce the most casualties in groups. 
 1971: Robert R. Carkhuff develops highly researched model called Systematic Human 

Resources Development/Training (HRD/T). 
 1973: Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW) is offi cially formed as a divi-

sion of the APGA, now the American Counseling Association (ACA). With Gazda as 
the charter president, the association is very active in promoting training standards and 
ethical guidelines for group leaders. 

 1976: ASGW begins publishing the  Journal for Specialists in Group Work . 
 1980: “Ethical Guidelines for Group Leaders” adopted by ASGW. 
 1983: “Professional Standards for Training of Group Counselors” adopted by ASGW 

Executive Board on March 20. 
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 1989: “Ethical Guidelines for Group Counselors,” revised and expanded version, adopted 
by ASGW. 

 1991: The American Psychological Association adds Division 49, Group Psychology and 
Group Psychotherapy. 

 1997: The American Psychological Association begins publishing the journal  Group 
Dynamics: Theory, Research and Practice.  

 1998: “Best Practice Guidelines” developed by ASGW. 
 1998: “Principles for Diversity-Competent Group Workers” developed by ASGW. 
 2000: “Professional Standards for Training of Group Workers” revised by ASGW. 
 2007: “Practice Guidelines for Group Psychotherapy” developed by AGPA. 

 RATIONALE FOR GROUP WORK 

 What advantages within the group experience are possible for members? What are the unique 
features and values of the experience? Logically, a rationale for group counseling should be 
understood clearly before counselors attempt this approach. Counselors are unlikely to be 
effective if they do not understand the process they are attempting to facilitate. We con-
ceptualize the rationale for group to be a unique interplay between factors associated with 
the self (I elements), understanding and relating to others (You elements), and the complex 
interpersonal dynamics of the group as a whole (Us elements). The following concepts and 
dynamics illustrate group’s unique approach to the process of change within each of these 
overlapping spheres. 

 Opportunity for Self-Discovery and Redefi ning of Self (I) 

 In individual counseling, clients expect to focus solely on self. When clients enter a group, 
they are often confused about how they are going to get their needs met with so many 
people vying for the time of the group facilitator. Group workers understand that the main 
distinction between individual and group modalities is  how  each modality provides oppor-
tunity for self-discovery. Individuals function most of their lives within groups. Against this 
background of interaction with others, one’s self-concept is formed and oftentimes distorted. 
A distorted perception of self and self in relation to others often occurs in the dynamics of 
the family group relationship. Seemingly, then, the most effective place for dealing with 
adjustment diffi culties is within a group relationship that incorporates the basic structure that 
originally created the diffi culty. Utilizing the advantages provided by the group, group coun-
seling provides an accepting climate in which members can test new and more effective ways 
of behaving. The process facilitates each member in discovering a new self and in revealing 
it to others and helps each member answer the question, “Who am I?” As group progresses, 
the “I” is discovered and modifi ed through a dynamic interaction with the “you” and “us.” 

 Discovering Others (You) 

 For those individuals who feel threatened by a one-to-one counseling relationship, the group 
provides a degree of anonymity, and the individual within the group can feel less conspicu-
ous and “on the spot.” When group members feel anxious and fearful, they may withdraw 
verbally from the interaction but still be very much involved in the group through the 
experience of other members. Thus, their withdrawal is not total. In group, individuals can 
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learn about the “I” by listening to the “you” and not saying a word! Consider the following 
group member observation: 

 When I started my group, I had no idea what to expect. I had been to individual counsel-
ing and was used to doing all the talking. I sat for my fi rst group and felt both intimidated 
and a little frustrated. I felt anxious about sharing my business in front of all these strang-
ers, but also didn’t want to waste my time. I need help! So, for the fi rst 30 minutes or so 
I just listened. I felt something open up in me. I felt comforted just hearing about other 
people’s struggles and two or three of the people were having problems very similar to 
mine, I suddenly felt like I was in the right place, like I had found a bunch of people who 
could understand me. Not just a counselor, but regular people like me. 

 Whether verbally active or inactive, group members discover that their problems are not 
unique to themselves and begin to feel less different, unwanted, and alone. They begin to 
relax and to be less defensive as they perceive themselves to be less isolated. The most terrify-
ing part of working through developmental problems is the feeling of isolation and loneliness 
that comes from the delusion that no one else has ever experienced the same diffi culties. 
However, when individuals discover through the process of group interaction that other 
members also have problems, a feeling of empathy and belonging begins to develop even if 
the problems shared are different (Kline, 2003). Through this element, group members can 
answer the questions, “Who are you in this group?” and more importantly, “How do you 
impact me?” 

 Developing Interpersonal Awareness and the Reality Testing Lab (Us) 

 As group members become aware of how their “I” issues fi t into other people (the “you”), 
the most complex growth can be found in the interaction among the group-as-a-whole (the 
“Us”). The group provides immediate opportunity for discovering new and more satisfying 
ways of relating to people. When individuals begin to feel safe, understood, and accepted, 
they will attempt social contact at greater feeling-oriented levels and in effect will try out 
new behaviors. Group members then are confronted with interpersonal relationships that 
provide feedback. Through this experience, individuals recognize and experience the pos-
sibility of change. 

 Immediate opportunity is thus afforded group members to test the effectiveness of their 
ability to relate to people and to improve their skills in interpersonal relationships. For some 
individuals, having peer group members present has a facilitating effect on their social behav-
ior. To see and hear another person extending him- or herself openly in an attempt to better 
understand self may encourage the cautious member to attempt similar behavior. When one 
person talks openly and honestly about feelings and attitudes denied in other social situations, 
the effect upon others may be contagious. In a group counseling relationship, feelings and 
attitudes about self and others are examined in an immediate situation as the group brings 
into focus the individual’s adequacy or inadequacy for social and interpersonal skills. 

 Each member in a group counseling relationship is provided with multiple stimuli to 
work through problems or diffi culties in a situation that more closely approximates the real-
life situation. Yalom (2005) referred to the group as a matrix for reality. The group represents 
here-and-now social reality and enables members to test their behavior. In effect, the group 
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serves as a practice fi eld in which members may become aware of their own feelings, how 
they feel and act toward others, and how others perceive and act toward them. 

 Group structure within a group counseling relationship becomes an extremely fl exible 
reality-testing base. In the larger society, individuals encounter rather rigid and fi xed struc-
tural demands that are inhibiting factors in their striving for self-discovery and change. The 
fl exibility experienced in the counseling group, which can be viewed as a mini-society, is a 
freeing agent to individuals, providing an opportunity to experiment in their own way with 
reality as perceived by them. This exploring behavior is fostered by the relative absence of 
anxiety resulting from fear of punishment. 

 In the group counseling relationship, a compulsion to improve is present. Group pressure 
to change or improve can be viewed as originating in the verbal interaction with other 
members that helps to reveal to members the inadequacies in their self-image and the distor-
tions in their views of others. Within this pressured system, group members are often able to 
observe other members’ behavior, give feedback, and thus encourage others to comment on 
their behavior. The feedback system provides impetus for growth. This pressure to move for-
ward in a positive direction is a creative force that encourages members to move away from 
defensiveness and rationalization toward specifi c personal sharing that is for many members 
a new way of being. 

 The signifi cant relationships that develop within the group are the basic contributors to 
behavioral change. Group members come to function not just as counselees but also as a 
combination of counselees at times in the sessions and at other times as helpers or therapists. 
Through the process of this experience, group members seem to learn to be better helpers 
or member-therapists. Although members may absorb some of the leader’s attitudes and thus 
learn from the leader, helping behavior can emerge only after group members have made 
progress themselves in counseling. Therefore, giving help is basically within the person and 
not external to the individual. 

 A general agreement is that in a group counseling relationship, group members learn to 
give as well as receive help. Unlike individual counseling, where the information fl ow and 
care are in one direction, in group, the information and direction of care comprise a multi-
directional matrix in which each member participates in the giving and receiving of help. 
Experiencing the reality of being helpful to another person is especially growth-promoting 
to an individual who has felt worthless and rejected. Within these complex dynamics, group 
members get to answer, “Who are we (what are we doing here and what makes this group 
helpful and unique)?” and “Who am I within this matrix?” 

 Groups Are Effective 

 The previous sections detailed the intra- and interpersonal reasons to choose groups as a 
modality, but it is also important to know whether an approach is considered effective. 
Suffi cient research and experience with group counseling procedures have accumulated to 
support the use of this approach as a part of the process of helping individuals to grow. As a 
result of extensive research and experience in group counseling, Erford (2017) commented 
on the empirical and anecdotal support of group effectiveness, and numerous quantitative 
and qualitative research articles demonstrated the effectiveness of group work with a wide 
variety of clientele (e.g., Carrera et al., 2016; Compare & Tasca, 2016; Burlingame et al., 
2003; Montreuil et al., 2016; Steen, 2011). 
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 Limitations of Group Counseling 

 Although group counseling has many inherent advantages and is often the preferred mode 
of counseling, the beginning group facilitator should be aware of the natural limitations 
to the effectiveness of counseling groups. Every person does not feel safe in a group, and 
consequently certain individuals may not be ready to invest emotionally in the group experi-
ence. To think that everyone will profi t from group counseling would be a mistake. Some 
individuals just naturally feel more comfortable and safe in one-to-one relationships and 
will readily explore very personal issues they would be most reluctant to even mention in a 
group. Other individuals may be too angry or hostile to benefi t from the therapeutic factors 
in a group. 

 Age also must be considered to be a limitation in that wide age ranges usually should be 
avoided when determining group composition, especially for groups involving children and 
teenagers. Children younger than age 5 usually do not possess the social and interactive skills 
necessary for most typical counseling groups to be effective. Even the most experienced play 
therapist often fi nds working with this age group in group play therapy to be a very trying 
experience. 

 Some individuals may use counseling groups as places to hide. They go from emotional 
high to emotional high in various groups and seem not to be able to generate openness and 
emotional intensity outside the group in day-to-day relationships involving spouse, children, 
friends, or working relationships. They experience being cared for and appreciated in the 
group, and instead of transferring such experiences outside the group, they seek out other 
groups and begin the process again. For such individuals, the group is primarily a place to 
ventilate with no real focus on change or growth. 

 A particular type of counseling group may be appropriate for one person but not for 
another. Potential members who may not be ready for or suited to groups are those who 
show extremes in behavior that will sap the group’s energy and interfere with forming 
close emotional relationships. Individuals who are verbal monopolizers, sociopaths, overly 
aggressive, extremely hostile, or self-absorbed should probably be placed in individual 
counseling. Individuals who are out of touch with reality are not likely to benefi t from 
counseling groups. 

 TYPES OF GROUPS 

 In 2007, the Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW) delineated four distinct 
types of groups based on group goals, characteristics, and leader roles. These four types are 
task, psychoeducational, counseling, and psychotherapeutic. Deciding which type of group 
is appropriate is an important fi rst step in creating a functional group. Each group and its 
corresponding elements will be explored, and a summary of the differences among the types 
can be found in  Table 1.1 . 

  Task Groups : Task groups are primarily focused on moving a group from a specifi c A to 
an identifi ed B. In many organizational settings, groups become paralyzed for a wide range 
of reasons that negatively impact the organization’s ability to achieve its goals. Good task 
group facilitators can enhance the organization’s effi ciency and productivity by helping the 
group identify its goals and work with the group to remove the obstacles impeding progress. 
While personal issues are not typically a focus of task groups, task leaders should attend to the 
interpersonal dynamics that might help or impede the work (Conyne, 2014). 
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  Table 1.1  Group Typology 

Type of group Group goal Leader role Size Examples

Task group Specifi c, 
measurable 
goal 
Improve 
effi ciency in 
an established 
process

Facilitate agenda and 
goal setting 
Help move the group to 
the achievement of the 
specifi ed goal 
Keep group focus 
May also provide 
organizational 
assessment and 
evaluation

12–15 members Any committee 
Most meetings (i.e., 
faculty meetings)

Psychoeducational 
group

Remediate an 
identifi ed skills 
defi cit

Identify the skills defi cit 
and set curriculum to 
address the defi cit 
Impart new information 
and allow the group to 
process the integration 
of the new skills

12–18 (any 
larger and it 
may be diffi cult 
to process)

Parenting groups 
Skills for Living 
groups 
Interpersonal 
violence-prevention 
groups 
Girl Power groups

Counseling group Prevention, 
personal 
growth, 
inter- and 
intrapersonal 
awareness

Facilitate here-and-now 
interaction to illuminate 
inter- and intrapersonal 
patterns

8–12 members Any process or 
personal-growth 
group that does 
not focus on a skills 
defi cit

Psychotherapeutic 
group

Remediate 
in-depth 
psychological 
problems and 
disorders

Explore and reconstruct 
problematic personality 
patterns 
Often works with 
multidisciplinary team 
for management of 
chronic conditions

8–10 members Most groups in 
psychiatric hospitals 
and outpatient 
agencies 
May focus on one 
type of disorder 
(i.e., mood 
disorders)

  Psychoeducational Groups : Psychoeducational groups are preventative in nature and assume 
a skills defi cit within the group members. For example, in a parenting group, group leaders 
assume a parenting skills defi cit on the part of the members; each member is attending the 
group to learn new and different parenting skills. Psychoeducational groups often follow a 
curriculum that is designed to remediate those skills defi cits. These groups are often time 
limited, as the group content should be limited to the identifi ed skills needed within the 
group, which should be detailed before the group begins. 

 To achieve the goals, psychoeducational groups contain two vital elements:  imparting 
information  and  processing . Because group members are attending group to learn some-
thing new, it is the group leader’s job to provide new information. These new skills are often 
disseminated in didactic or experiential ways; mini lectures, handouts, video clips, and activi-
ties. Once the new tools have been offered to the group, it is vital that ample time be given to 
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discussing how the new information can be integrated into the group members’ lives. I (KF) 
often assume that the group members will struggle to use the new skills, so asking “Tell me 
how you think this idea won’t work for you” often illuminates the obstacles group members 
might have with the new information. It also creates an awareness that group members do 
not have to swallow the new information whole but can use group time to adapt the skills 
to their own lives. Too often, group leaders focus on imparting information and forget to 
spend time processing. Ignoring the processing will greatly decrease the potency of your 
psychoeducational groups and limit the opportunity for your members to change. 

  Counseling Groups : Counseling groups are unique in that they primarily use the here-and-
now interactions of the group to learn about self and create opportunities for change. Often 
referred to as “personal growth groups,” the content of the group will often have a loose or 
vague identifi ed focus, as the goals tend to emerge organically from the interpersonal interac-
tions among the group members. In this group, process is everything, as the group leader 
helps the group move from external sharing (“My boyfriend is so frustrating”) to internal, 
here-and-now sharing (“I am feeling like a want to withdraw and protect myself right now, 
which is something I do in relationships when I get afraid. I want to work on that.”). In 
counseling groups, the relationships among the members become the agent of change. 

  Psychotherapeutic Groups : Historically, psychotherapy groups have focused on deep-rooted 
psychological maladjustment that profoundly interferes with daily functioning. These groups 
have their roots in classical psychoanalysis and newer psychodynamic approaches. In con-
gruence with these theoretical approaches, the groups are often long term, in many cases 
spanning years of treatment. With the advent of managed care, these groups have struggled 
to fi nd a niche, and in looking at the groups offered and researched by the American Group 
Psychotherapy Association, it would seem that there is a blending or blurring that is occur-
ring between the counseling and psychotherapy typology. While is seems like there is little 
interest in the traditional long term approach, perhaps it is time to reconsider whether “group 
psychotherapy” is a stand-alone typology or more correctly is being practiced as group coun-
seling and psychoeducation groups from a psychodynamic theoretical base. 

  Why Typology Matters : Getting typology right, as a fi rst step to the group process is vital 
because getting it wrong can have a destructive impact on your group. In a sense, you can 
doom your group to frustrating failure before it even begins. Here are a few examples of how 
getting typology wrong can hurt your group: 

 Case A: Susan leads an assertiveness group for young professionals. She has decided on 
a psychoeducational group format and has found a wonderful curriculum. However, 
Susan spends the entire group time watching vignettes and doing worksheets and leaves 
no time for processing. When asked about processing time, she replies, “It’s more 
important to get through the curriculum and expose them to new ideas. We just don’t 
have time to talk about it.” The leader correctly identifi es the imparting-information 
aspect, but failure to process creates a lack of interest and cohesion in the group, which 
limits the integration and change potential. By leaving out processing, Susan is not 
facilitating a psychoeducational group. 

 Case B: Eric creates a counseling group called Making Your Way in a Chaotic World. He 
targets high school seniors. During the fi rst few groups, Eric struggles to get the group 
engaged, so he begins to provide exercises on life skills and feels it is congruent with 
the theme. The group seems to like it, but Eric feels confl icted because he feels he is 
relying too heavily on activities. He decides to stop doing activities, and the group shuts 
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down. He asks his supervisor if he can do a “hybrid group” in which it’s a counseling 
group but they “learn things.” The supervisor identifi es that Eric has a typology issue; 
namely his group is a psychoeducational group and the problem is being created by 
Eric trying to straddle the line between counseling and psychoeducation. Eric (and the 
group) would be better served by reconceptualizing the group as a psychoeducational 
group and focusing his efforts on identifying the skills his members need and providing 
time to discuss those issues. 

 BASIC ELEMENTS OF GROUP FACILITATION 

 Most of this book is dedicated to providing information about how to be an effective group 
leader. However, it is helpful to have a short list of basic skills to learn and rely on from 
time to time. In supervision of group workers, I (KF) have often encouraged the supervisee 
to “go back to basics” when confronted with a diffi cult situation. As the information gets 
more layered and complex as the book progresses, feel free to use the following elements as a 
grounding mechanism for learning and conceptualization. 

 1 Each Member Needs to Feel Important and Worthwhile 

 The facilitator can help by making certain everyone gets a chance to talk, to state ideas, and 
to be heard. Some members can be helped to participate by calling on them when they look 
as though they would like to talk but have not or when other members keep interrupting or 
will not let the member “get in.” The important action is for the facilitator to show interest 
in each member. Each member’s contribution deserves equal consideration. The facilitator 
might respond to these situations by saying, “Norma, you seem to be thinking about some-
thing; could you share it with us?” Or, “Bob has something to say, but he keeps getting cut 
off. Let’s give everyone a chance.” 

 2  Each Member Needs to Experience a Sense of Belonging 
and Acceptance 

 No place exists for “favorites” in group counseling. Each member wants to be wanted. The 
facilitator should avoid depending on certain members for answers or suggestions. Each 
member wants to feel needed. The facilitator can help by showing genuine interest in what 
each member has to say. Members know they belong when others show they are wanted in 
the group. 

 3 Each Member Needs to Feel Understood 

 The facilitator can help by restating or repeating what a member or several members have 
said when the group seems to be confused. Understanding another person implies that you 
give that person your full attention and listen so carefully that you can restate what that 
person has said to his or her satisfaction. Listen with the speaker, and try to understand how 
he or she “sees” the problem or situation. Even when the facilitator does not understand 
completely, to try to restate as much as possible so the speaker can fi ll in the gaps is helpful. 
Another approach would be to ask another member to explain what he or she thinks the 
speaker has said. Through observing the facilitator, other group members can learn how to 
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listen, to understand, and to let the speaker know they understand. We only know someone 
understands us when they communicate their understanding to us. Therefore, a rule of 
thumb for the group might be that a member who speaks is always responded to by someone 
in the group. 

 4  Each Member Needs to Understand the Purpose of 
the Group or Topic of Discussion 

 The facilitator’s role is to help group members to understand “what we are here for.” The 
facilitator can help members to understand more fully by asking them to state what they 
think is the purpose of the group. The facilitator could ask, “What do you think the purpose 
of the discussion is for us?” Or “How could learning more about this be helpful to you?” 
Wait for responses to such questions. At times, the facilitator may need to call on a member 
who has not spoken. However, for everyone to participate verbally each session is not neces-
sary. As members hear others’ ideas, new purposes that they had not thought of will begin 
to emerge. 

 5  Each Member Needs to Share in the Decision Making of the Group 

 What the group does should involve every member in some way. Sometimes the group may 
need the facilitator’s help in resisting one or two members who try to push their ideas and 
force the group to agree with them. In such situations, the facilitator can help by saying, 
“Marilyn, you and Beth are pushing hard to get the group to agree with you, but some 
members don’t really seem eager to do so. How do the rest of you feel about this?” 

 6  Each Member Needs to Feel That the Group or Topic Will Be 
Helpful, That It Is Worth the Effort 

 The facilitator can help by asking members to tell the person on their right one specifi c 
way in which they think the group or topic could help that person or something they think 
would be helpful for that person to learn about self. The idea is to help each other to discover 
something worthwhile in the experience. 

 7 Each Member Should Be Able to See the Face of Other Members 

 An effective group discussion cannot be carried on if everyone is seated in rows. Arrange 
the chairs in a circle. Allowing people to face each other is psychologically conducive to 
interpersonal interaction and is, therefore, basic to the group-discussion approach. Such an 
arrangement stimulates participants to communicate with other members of the group and 
not just to the authority fi gure at the front of the room. 
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 Never forget that justice is what love looks like in public. 
 Cornel West 

 Well, I could be wrong, but I believe diversity is an old, old wooden ship that was used 
during the Civil War era. 

 Ron Burgundy,  Anchorman  

 The issue of diversity in group work has received mixed attention over the past several 
decades. Merta (1995) reported that Kurt Lewin’s work to decrease racial tensions seemed to 
be the fi rst concerted effort to apply group work to issues of diversity but also noted that this 
strand of inquiry and application largely disappeared after Lewin’s death. In the early 1990s, 
group work once again focused on the issues of diversity as the mental-health fi eld became 
more interested in the growing pluralist nature of our society (DeLucia-Waack, 1996; Patter-
son, 1996). In 1999, the Association for Specialists in Group Work was the fi rst professional 
organization to develop competencies for group workers when they approved  The Principles 
for Diversity Competent Group Workers  (ASGW, 1999). ASGW revised these principles in 2012, 
and the new document can be found in  Appendix E . 

 DEVELOPING MULTICULTURAL COMPETENCE: A PERSONAL JOURNEY 

 The process of integrating and appreciating diversity in groups begins with a dedicated 
discipline of self-refl ection followed by a commitment to growth and learning about self 
and others. DeLucia-Waack and Donigian (2004) provide a nice model for facilitating this 
important exploration. 

  Step One: Examine Your Own Culture, Ethnic Values and Racial Identity to Understand Who You 
Are as a Person : In this step, group workers are encouraged to deeply examine who they 
are culturally, ethnically, spiritually, sexually, socially, and any other identity elements 
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that are important to defi ning self. Individuals can examine their own family patterns 
to discover how their identity was forged and how the elements are refl ected or have 
changed over the generations. DeLucia-Waack and Donigian (2009) propose writing a 
cultural autobiography as one way to approach this fi rst step. 

  Step Two: Examine Your Beliefs About Group Work and the Inherent Assumptions Within the 
Eurocentric View of Group Work : This step builds on the work done in Step One. As one 
clearly understands one’s own cultural identity, how that identity intersects with others 
can be explored. Within this stage, it is critical to examine one’s potential biases and 
blindspots associated with identities that differ from your own. If your answer is, “I 
have no prejudices, stereotypes or blindspots,” then you probably have not done enough 
work in Step One. We all have assumptions about groups that are different from us that 
can negatively impact our work with others. Identifying those assumptions can be the 
fi rst step to changing them, which can have a positive impact on future group work. 

 For White group facilitators, this step can be particularly diffi cult and important. As a 
part of the dominant culture, White practitioners have enjoyed the privileges of dominance 
and the consequences of lacking awareness of how this privilege can devalue other groups 
(D’Andrea & Daniels, 2010). This lack of awareness can create an enormous amount of 
defensiveness and resistance, but with effort and support, the awareness can bring growth and 
a greater positive impact on the group work. Helms’s (1995, 2003) work on the White Racial 
Identity Development (WRID) can be a useful tool in helping with this process. 

 It is important to note that White privilege is just one of many types of privilege and 
oppression that exist and can negatively impact the process of group. Singh and Salazar 
(2014) outlined the various dimensions of identities and their related systems of privilege 
and oppression. In their model, each dimension of diversity (i.e., race, sexual orientation, age, 
or gender) has a corresponding privilege position (i.e., White, heterosexual, adult, or cisgen-
der), an identifi ed oppressed population (i.e., people of color, LGBTQI+, youth or elderly, 
and women or transgender), and a system or “ism” that supports the oppression (racism, 
heterosexism, ageism, and sexism). These dimensions can be utilized in your own journey of 
awareness to illuminate possible elements of privilege in your own identity. 

  Step Three: Learn About Other Cultures in Terms of What They Value and How These Values May 
Affect Group Work : In Steps One and Two, knowledge about self and others can serve as 
a feedback loop that can deepen the insight into how one’s own fi lters infl uence how 
we see others. This information can serve to produce change in those fi lters, which, in 
turn, further impacts our view. In Step Three, group workers are encouraged to expand 
their knowledge of cultural norms and how those norms may affect the process of 
group. This information can be gained through personal experiences with other groups 
and through less personal methods, such as reading. 

 Travel can be an excellent avenue for immersion in other cultures. Taking a trip to another 
country exposes you directly to the people and the day-to-day life of locals. It also can pro-
vide you with an experience of being “different” and, in many cases, from the nondominant 
culture. For many, this will be the fi rst time to feel what this is like, and it can be disorienting 
and uncomfortable, but it can also provide a new level of empathy with your group mem-
bers back home. If travel is currently outside of your budget, consider joining local groups 
that primarily consist of identity elements that differ from your own. In my case (KAF), 
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deliberately joining a soccer team with diverse players was a great way to create relationships 
with people from all over the world. On one team, I met people from Scotland, Guatemala, 
Spain, England, Israel, Mexico, and France. It was like a worldwide cultural immersion in a 
season of soccer! 

 Beyond the personal interactions, there exists a wide range of information about different 
cultures in print and other media. Over the past 20 years, group work has dedicated a fair amount 
of energy to conceptualizing and researching multicultural applications to group. For example, 
Burt (2015) applied Brazilian martial arts to working with adolescents, Ibrahim et al. (2015) 
applied the Islamic concept of  Ursah  to group, Short and Williams (2014) outlined a Women of 
Color group, and Okech et al. (2016) described the process of exploring intercultural confl ict in 
groups, just to name a few. DeLucia-Waack et al.’s (2014) book,  Handbook of Group Counseling 
and Psychotherapy , contains an impressive collection of nine chapters devoted to specifi c groups 
and issues related to diversity in counseling groups. To further one’s knowledge about others, 
plunging into the existing professional literature can be a benefi cial way to enhance competency, 
especially when partnered with the other methods and steps mentioned here. 

  Step Four: Develop Your Personal Plan for Group Work That Emphasizes and Utilizes Cultural 
Diversity Guidelines for Leading Effective Multicultural Groups : This step assumes that you 
have participated thoroughly in the preceding three steps, which are designed to feed 
into one another to create a cycle of learning. Once the cycle is producing greater 
levels of insight, a plan can be made to integrate the enhanced knowledge of self and 
others into your professional practice of group work in an intentional and purposeful 
manner. While the plan should always include a revisiting of Steps One through Three 
when new insights emerge, DeLucia-Waack and Donigian (2004) suggest that identify-
ing situations in which supervision might be needed to discuss struggles or illuminate 
unseen biases would be an additional useful tool at this stage. 

 A MODEL TO FACILITATE DIVERSITY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 
AWARENESS AND ACTION 

 Understanding how concepts of social justice and diversity can be melded into the process of 
group work can be a confusing process. Some authors posit that the struggles rest on issues of 
discomfort with the subject (Adams et al., 2007) or the fact that the topic itself is somewhat 
complicated and at times nebulous (Ratts et al., 2010). The purpose of this chapter is to illu-
minate the importance of diversity and social justice in group work while, at the same time, 
to provide a framework for making the issues practical for the reader. 

 Ratts et al. (2010) created the Dimensions of Social Justice Model as a means for describing 
a developmental framework for conceptualizing the degree to which social-justice elements 
are integrated into the group experience. The dimensions range from less developed, where 
social justice is ignored, to more fully developed, where social-justice issues are acknowledged 
openly. This model provides an excellent backdrop for the conversation about social justice 
and group and fi ts with later discussions about traditional group stage development ( Chap-
ter 8 ) and co-leadership relationship development ( Chapter 6 ). The focus on group issues as a 
nonlinear developmental process is a congruent theme throughout the book and provides 
a consistency to the learning of rather complex phenomena. Each of the fi ve dimensions/
stages in the model will be outlined in what follows. 
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 Naivety 

 Groups functioning in naivety are characterized by a lack of awareness of how issues of diver-
sity impact the intra- and interpersonal interactions within the group. In these groups, the 
group leader will assume that all interactions are universal and equal, ascribing little to none 
of the group communication, confl ict, or feedback to social justice constructs. As Ratts et al. 
(2010, p. 162) state, “The belief shared by group leaders within this dimension is that good 
group work is good group work regardless of multicultural variables such as race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexual orientation, economic class, or religion.” Group facilitators operating from this 
stage often are not trying to harm the group but instead just do not see the value of these 
factors in the group process. Despite this lack of insight, the consequences for the group 
include members not feeling understood or valued, feelings of oppression as the dominant 
discourse becomes the accepted group narrative, and overall group stagnation as a result. As 
MacNair-Semands stated, “As such dynamics arise in our groups, therapists are given the 
chance to assist in the creation of healing experiences rather than allowing potential hurtful 
interactions to occur or repeat themselves” (2007, p. 62). 

 Example 

 A group counselor is hired to facilitate a short-term group at a local agency that is having 
trouble with morale and work-related relationships. During the pre-group interviews, one 
African American worker (Jane) and one Latino worker (Manuel) express their concern that 
the other workers and the supervisor, who are White, routinely leave them out of conversa-
tions, social gatherings, and important work opportunities. The group facilitator appreciates 
the information and decides that this pattern represents an issue of problematic communica-
tion and connection. Out of this conceptualization, the group leader never addresses the 
possible impact of race in this matter but instead works with the group to improve their level 
of interpersonal interaction and belonging (i.e., making sure everyone gets a turn to process 
and share in the group). As a result, Jane and Manuel never voice their concern about how 
they are treated and instead “play along” with the communication exercises. Although they 
may even feel temporarily closer to their coworkers, the underlying issue remains. They may 
even feel further confused or hurt because their issue was ignored. 

 Multicultural Integration 

 In this dimension, the group leader moves out of an ethnocentric lens and more fully rec-
ognizes the richness of the cultural elements of each member. Group leaders will view and 
help each member see the unique fl avors each member contributes to the group experience. 
Dialogues about each person’s cultural identity are interwoven into the natural fl ow of the 
group and, in some cases, become the focus on group and individual goals. 

 As each member’s identity is honored and explored, it is also important for group leaders 
to consider their own place in the matrix. As the de-facto “person in power,” it is helpful 
to process how the group is perceiving this status, and this may be a good opportunity to 
share the power within the group. Several authors have explored different ways of power 
sharing from collaborating with group members on topic setting (Coker et al., 2010) to 
direct processing about the use of power within the group (Burnes & Ross, 2010; Debiak, 
2007). 
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 This appreciation and inclusion of culture may seem like a stark contrast to the previous 
group, but this is the normal experience of illumination. In the fi rst stage the light is off, 
while in this stage the light is on. With an awareness of the existence of the vitality of culture, 
the elements can be used to improve the potency of the group. 

 Example 

 Instead of trying to address the feelings of racial isolation as general communication issues, 
the group facilitator engages the group in a discussion about each person’s cultural identity 
and how that impacts connections within the agency and, more specifi cally, in the group. 
The group leader understands that although the cultural pieces are at the heart of the present 
issue, the conversation may be a diffi cult one. Respecting the potential discomfort, the group 
leader will fi rst create an atmosphere of safety. The group leader may employ activities that 
will help group members connect at gradually deepening levels. As the group’s cohesion 
increases, the group leader increasingly folds in the issues of cultural identity as a way to help 
the members gain a deeper understanding of each other. Each person has an opportunity to 
share and feel valued for their unique background and perspective. Within this atmosphere 
of acceptance, it will also give Jane and Manuel an opportunity to voice their feelings and 
work directly with the cultural components. 

 Liberatory Critical Consciousness 

 In the last dimension, awareness and integration of diversity was the norm. However, there 
are times when developing insight into culture is not enough to fully address the issue. In 
these groups, movement into the third dimension is valuable, as group leaders facilitate an 
awareness of how one’s cultural identity has deeper and broader implications, both personally 
and as a member of the world community. As each member gains a more expansive under-
standing of self and the conditions that help form their beliefs, they are also exposed to others’ 
learning as well. This micro- and macro-level insight provides opportunities to change but 
also places each person in the context of something bigger. As a result, an element of the 
potential growth comes from a move away from self-blame and instead toward understand-
ing which aspects are outside of one’s control. 

 Example 

 In the agency group, the expression and validation of each member’s cultural identity had 
been experienced, but the group wanted more. As a result, the group leader used the devel-
oping dialogue to incorporate the impact of racism on our broader community and soci-
ety. The group, using their external and internal group experiences, explored the role and 
dynamics of racism as a social issue. The result of the ongoing discussion produced a deeper 
awareness of the implications of racism on each member. Members from both nondominant 
and dominant cultural groups were able to see how the racism that was negatively impacting 
the agency was a refl ection of a greater societal norm. Jane and Manuel felt less likely to 
internalize the shame of being ostracized, while White members felt less defensive because 
the message did not convey, “Racism is your fault.” Instead, all parties could understand the 
consequences of the prevailing racial discourse and were primed to encourage change at 
several possible levels. 
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 Empowerment 

 Knowledge of oppressive institutions and the will to change them does not necessarily trans-
late into action. In the dimension of empowerment, group leaders build on the momentum 
of the previous stages and help create an atmosphere that promotes self-advocacy. Ratts 
et al. noted that as group members fi nd their voice, they “develop the confi dence and skills 
needed to become self-suffi cient members of society” (2010, p. 165). Because group is a 
social microcosm of the greater community, learning and experimenting self-advocacy skills 
in the group setting becomes the ideal place to begin this important process. The literature 
contains many excellent examples of integrating social-justice issues into a wide variety of 
group-work applications, and all highlight this stage as a vital part of the process for both the 
individual and the greater community (Bhat, 2010; Dickey & Loewy, 2010). 

 Example 

 In our agency example, at this stage the members would be aware of not only how the issues 
of racism and oppression were operating within themselves, the group, the agency, and the 
larger community, they would also be eager for the opportunity to use that knowledge to cul-
tivate a culture of change. This process would begin with each person stretching themselves 
beyond their typical internal dialogue by practicing a new voice within the group relation-
ship matrix. This new experience of empowerment could be realized through a combination 
of group discussions via feedback or through role plays of scenarios that could provide the 
members with opportunities to identify old and new patterns of relating and advocating. 
Consider the following interaction: 

 GROUP LEADER: I would like you to role play a situation where Jake [the supervisor] is discuss-
ing a new project opportunity. Go ahead, Jake, you start us off. 

 JAKE:  OK , I would like to tell everyone about a new grant that we just received to provide 
support for a group of middle-school students. 

 JANE: This is a great example! This is something that I would normally be very interested in, 
but already I hear myself saying, “He doesn’t want you to do it. So just be quiet.” I was 
also aware that Jake really never looked at me while he was talking, so that reinforced 
my thought. 

 JAKE: Hmmm . . . I wasn’t aware I didn’t look at you. I can see how that could seem that I 
am discounting you. The weird thing is that I agree with you, Jane. I know you like this 
population and would be great for this job. I guess I am not communicating it. 

 GROUP FACILITATOR: You have both identifi ed internal messages that are interfering with your 
connection to each other and probably those around you. How can you change them 
and, in turn, advocate for a larger change? 

 JANE: It is good to hear that he thought of me. I guess I would like to say, “Jake, I am really 
interested in that position.” I would also like to know why he never looks at me, [ laughs ] 
but I guess I already told him that. 

 JAKE: [ laughs ] Yes you did. Although it was embarrassing to hear, I am glad you did it. I think 
I should approach people more and let them know how I am feeling so they do not have 
to guess. 

 STUART: I noticed that Jake wasn’t making eye contact with Jane, and I didn’t say anything. 
I am aware that I benefi t from Jane’s silence and her and Manuel’s isolation by the larger 
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group. I can remember several times when I received the project because they were invis-
ible. I think I can change my voice to be more encouraging to them both. I can see that 
when I am silent about this issue, I just make it worse. 

 Social-Justice Advocacy 

 In the fi nal dimension, the group moves beyond the confi nes of the group session and 
expands into the larger community to advocate for larger change. As the group members 
experience personal change and have an opportunity to practice those new ways of being 
within the group, the group may feel that the change then needs to grow and impact others 
in the community or society as a whole. The group members see working for a larger cause 
as an appropriate next step for their own growth. It is important to keep in mind a few 
caveats for this dimension: 

 • This dimension may not be appropriate for every group you facilitate. 
 • As a group facilitator, make sure your group is comfortable with outside-of-group 

advocacy. In the spirit of social justice, you do not want to force your ideas or values on 
the group. This would be oppression in action. 

 • Be aware that you will be stretching the “norms” of counseling practice. As such, you 
may feel internally anxious and may experience confl ict with other professionals who 
are concerned about your approach. 

 Example 

 The agency group has experienced quite a bit of growth over time. Each member has 
gained insight into their own cultural identity and how it impacts them personally and 
professionally. As a group, they have learned new skills that empower each person to use 
cultural knowledge and social-justice tools to address issues within the agency. They have 
also explored how this issue is prevalent in the greater society and how their new skills have 
the potential to enact larger-scale change. In this dimension, the group decides they want to 
move beyond the group room and into that larger community. They connect with a local 
“End Racism” movement, becoming active in the organization’s community efforts, sponsor-
ing some events, and coauthoring three important grants. Through all of these activities, the 
group is reminded of the need for continuous refl ection and gets to practice social justice in 
action. 

 SOCIAL JUSTICE ELEMENTS OF GROUP LEADERSHIP 

 As you strive to become a competent group leader, it is important to remember that social 
justice is a natural part of the group-dynamic fabric. To ensure that you are aware and remain 
attentive to these issues, Bemak and Chung (2004, pp. 37–39) made several suggestions for 
improving your multicultural group skills. Some are summarized in what follows. 

 1 Group Work Must Be Considered as a Unique Counseling Modality 

 As was mentioned in  Chapter 1 , group is different from other forms of counseling. Learning 
group builds on the skills that you will use with individuals, couples, and families but also 
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requires a special set of skills. Due to the uniqueness of group, it is important to understand 
that diversity issues will manifest in a variety of new ways in group. Group leaders should 
not merely use the contexts learned from individual-based counseling but should evolve their 
understanding to how these issues are being experienced in the group here-and-now matrix. 

 2  Understand and Employ Diversity-Based Skill Sets That Are 
Important to Creating an Atmosphere Conducive to Social Justice 

 Here, one must have working knowledge of the multicultural competencies and standards 
(ASGW, 1999) and develop the skill of infusing them into group work. Embedded in these 
standards are specifi c areas of competency one must address: 

 • the awareness of how White privilege impacts self and the group; 
 • the awareness of how oppression and any “ism” can impact self and the group; 
 • a working knowledge of a wide range of populations, not limited to racial, ethnic, gen-

der, sexual, spiritual, political, and geographical identities, as well as an awareness that 
most, if not all, people are composed of a combination of these facets; 

 • an awareness of the inherent barriers that exist in our society to many individuals and 
groups and how these barriers may exist in the microcosm of the group. 

 3  Gain a Comprehensive Understanding of Your Own Culture 
and How It Impacts Your View of Others and, in Turn, 
How It Impacts Your View of Your Group Members 

 It is vital to commit yourself to a lifetime of introspection on the issues of how you identify 
yourself and where these beliefs originated. As you gain a more complete sense of self, you 
can begin to address how these personal beliefs intersect with the greater community (macro 
level) and with the smaller group matrix (micro level). This greater sense of personal aware-
ness will strengthen your willingness to consider the ways diversity and issues of social justice 
impact your group process and, in turn, increase your comfort level in bringing these issues 
into the awareness of your group members within the process. 

  Understand How Issues Discussed in 1 – 3 Directly Impact Your Group : If you understand that 
group is unique, commit yourself to knowing the knowledge and skills necessary to employ 
a diversity-competent approach and do the self-work to expand that awareness beyond 
an academic knowing, then you are prepared to fully use the power of group to explore 
diversity and social-justice issues. These “courageous conversations” (Singleton & Linton, 
2006) include a willingness to engage in discussions in which differences of opinion and 
perception will emerge. Leaders must be open to confl ict and comfortable with modeling 
risk taking and dialoguing about issues of oppression and injustice. Leaders must also con-
sider how the group is viewing the role of the leader and how those perceptions infl uence 
the dialogue. 

 SUMMARY 

 As the mental-health fi eld mirrors society and continues to see the human condition as an 
increasingly complex interplay of cultural elements, group work must continue to add to the 
dialogue. The “dimensions model” was outlined as a way for you to see the development of 
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social justice in the life of the group. Aspects of leadership were also provided as ways for you 
to consider specifi c areas to focus on as you develop your leadership skills. 

 For beginning group workers, it can be overwhelming to learn the new skills set of group 
while also trying to conceptualize the vast variety of identities that exist and impact the 
interactions in the room. To be honest, this confusion is felt by even the most seasoned 
professionals! We put the issues of diversity at the beginning of the book so you could be 
aware of the existence of these forces as you learn more universal dynamics of group. These 
elements do not exist outside of any group but instead are additional currents in the greater 
fl ow of the overall group. Rather than be overwhelmed by their presence, we hope that you 
see them as vital to the process and that they can be addressed as a way of bringing richness 
to the experience. 
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C H A P T E R

 3 

 GROUP WORK AND THEORY 

 You will fi nd only what you bring in. 
 Yoda 

 THEORY IN GROUP WORK 

 Theory is an important aspect of counseling, as it helps the counselor conceptualize and make 
sense of the countless pieces of information learned from the client. Theory is not some 
abstract, external set of techniques that is applied to clients but instead refl ects the counselor’s 
own philosophy on how people develop, how and why people struggle, and how change 
occurs (Fall et al., 2017). Because it arises from each counselor’s own values and is then 
shaped and honed by existing, more developed theories, the development of one’s personal 
theory is a very personal and complicated process. 

 In individual counseling, theory can serve as a priceless roadmap to change. In group, it 
serves the same purpose but is even more useful given the increase in complexity and sheer 
volume of information the group counselor is expected to process in any given transaction. 
Due to the fact that theory rests within the values and philosophy of the counselor, who 
you are in individual counseling is who you are in group. This is great news! It means your 
theory does not have to change as you switch modalities; you just have to expand your lens 
to accommodate the information gained from interpersonal interactions that occur within 
the group. 

 This “expansion” of the individual lens is probably the most diffi cult for students and 
clinicians alike. Most people in graduate group courses have already taken a general theory 
course in which they were exposed to a wide range of theories. This foundational knowledge 
will serve them well as they integrate and explore theory application from a group perspec-
tive. However, these theories were largely based on working with individuals and fail to 
capture the group-as-a-whole essence that is so unique to group work. Unfortunately, group 
work as a modality has failed to make much progress in formulating comprehensive theoreti-
cal models that conceptualize group behavior (Bemak & Conyne, 2004). Working with what 
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we have available, in this chapter, we will provide some examples of theory that seem to work 
well with the dynamics that exist in groups. In the spirit of viewing theory development as a 
personal journey, we will each discuss our own use of theory in group work. 

 EXAMPLES OF THEORETICAL APPLICATIONS IN GROUP WORK 

 Person-Centered 

 Established by Carl Rogers, person-centered group therapy can be characterized by the 
climate of the group as infl uenced by the leader. The counselor must be congruent and 
demonstrate the core conditions of empathy, genuineness, and unconditional positive regard 
toward the group members. If the leader can relate to the group within the three conditions, 
a climate of growth will be established that will enable the members to reach their own 
potentials. 

 The person-centered approach is unique in its nondirectiveness and emphasis on the cli-
mate in the group. Although Rogers (1967b) recognized both leader and member variables 
that affect group work, focus is placed on the client. Rogers also emphasized that members 
provide the interaction, motivation, and direction of the group. To many practitioners, the 
person-centered group therapist is viewed as passive, but that would be incorrect. Despite 
the focus on the members’ interaction , the client-centered therapist must be actively listening and 
continuously connected with the group and self  to maintain the climate of growth and to stay 
congruent. 

 Rogers (1967b) constructed a model of stages of group development specifi c to the 
 person-centered approach. According to Rogers, these are developmental patterns that occur 
during the life of a normal group and appear in the following order: 

  1. milling around; 
  2. resistance to personal expression or exploration; 
  3. description of past feeling; 
  4. expression of negative feelings; 
  5. expression and exploration of personally meaningful material; 
  6. expression of immediate interpersonal feelings in the group; 
  7. development of a healing capacity in the group; 
  8. self-acceptance; 
  9. the cracking of façades; 
 10. the individual receives feedback; 
 11. confrontation; 
 12. helping relationships outside the group sessions; 
 13. the basic encounter; 
 14. expression of positive feelings and closeness; and 
 15. behavior change. 

 In general, the leader will focus on maintaining a therapeutic climate by fi rst providing and 
managing the core conditions within the leader’s self. The resulting climate will foster the 
atmosphere of growth and change. The interaction that follows demonstrates a group inter-
action within a client-centered framework. 
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 THERAPIST: I’m noticing that you seem upset and agitated today. 
 MARY: I just want to scream, I am so frustrated! I don’t get it! 
 STEVEN: I sensed you boiling in your seat for a while now. If you want to scream, that’s OK. 
 MELISSA: Yeah, I mean, maybe if you let your anger out, you would learn more about it. I 

would feel closer to you too. I’m not sure if closer is what you want, though. 
 WAYNE: I think what Melissa is saying is that if you open up, you might fi nd your role in 

the group. 
 MARY: It took a lot for me just to admit that I was frustrated. I was really scared you all would 

laugh at me or kick me out of the group. Expressing anger is new for me, but it is a part 
of me. Thanks for accepting that part of me. 

 THERAPIST: I sense that the whole group has experienced a little bit of the genuine Mary. 

 For a unique look at Rogers’s perspective on group, look to the end of  Chapter 6 . Here 
you will fi nd a transcript of an interview the authors conducted with Rogers. 

 GESTALT 

 Developed by Fritz Perls (Perls et al., 1951), Gestalt therapy focuses on removing the blocks 
that prevent individuals from living effectively. Group sessions are directed by the therapist, 
and emphasis is placed on here-and-now interaction. Polster and Polster (1973) viewed the 
group leader as the creator, the catalyst for each member to begin to take responsibility for each 
personal choice. Gestalt therapists rely on content provided by the members to develop a theme 
within the group. The leader encourages each member to experience the moment as fully as 
possible and to get in touch with any unfi nished business within the self. To aid the members 
in the experience, a variety of techniques and experiments are employed by the leader. 

 All of the experiments that are applied to individual clients can be adapted for group 
work. The benefi ts of group are that as the therapist works with one member to resolve 
unfi nished business, other members may vicariously be helped by participating in the here 
and now, experiencing and therefore beginning to work on their own unfi nished business. 
Experiments such as language exercise, dream work, making the rounds, and the hot seat are 
all designed to get members to relate to self and others in the present and to take responsibil-
ity for what is instead of what could or should be. 

 The following interaction illustrates the Gestalt emphasis on present behavior and experi-
ence, as well as the directive nature of the leader. 

 THERAPIST: Leo, I notice when Mary was talking about her accomplishments, you seemed 
uncomfortable. Even now as I speak to you, your hands are clenching. 

 LEO: I wasn’t aware of that. I was just listening, I guess. [ Hands still clenching .] 
 THERAPIST: Tell me, what are your hands trying to tell you right now? Let your hands talk to you. 
 LEO: They would say, “I am really uncomfortable. I can’t say what I’m feeling, I’m all tight 

and squished up.” 
 THERAPIST: OK. Feel your lack of comfort. Let your hands clench and experience what you 

are trying not to say. 
 LEO: [ Unclenches hands ] I can’t believe she got the job. I hate women!! I feel cheated. 
 THERAPIST: Leo, stay with that feeling and go around the room and express to each mem-

ber how you have felt uncomfortable in this group. Begin with “I’m uncomfortable 
because . . .” 
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 ADLERIAN 

 Based on the work of Alfred Adler (1956), individual psychology was best expressed in terms 
of group work by Dreikurs (1950). The Adlerian approach focuses on each member as a 
holistic, social creative being whose every action has a purpose. Working with the individual’s 
lifestyle, which is expressed through interactions in the group, the leader can monitor each 
member’s behavior in the group and be able to get a clear picture of the purposes of the 
behavior. From an Adlerian perspective, the group acts as a social laboratory, and because all 
change occurs in a social context, the group is a perfect place to encourage behavior change. 

 Leaders can be free and spontaneous in their level of interaction within the group, with 
the overall goal of cultivating social interest in the group structure and individual members. 
Following the four stages of (a) establishing a relationship, (b) analysis, (c) insight, and 
(d) reorientation, the leader encourages members to use the social context of the group to 
explore the meaning of their behaviors and to attempt to modify selfi sh behaviors by utilizing 
more cooperation and therefore expanding social interest. 

 The following segment expresses the leader’s attempt to focus the group on the pur-
pose behind the current group behavior by attending to one member and utilizing an early 
recollection. 

 THERAPIST: Kim, I notice that each time Jade gets emotional, you make a joke. Could it be 
that you are uncomfortable with her level of emotion? 

 KIM: I don’t know. 
 DAVID: I saw that, too. You like to stay in your head. Like feelings hurt you. 
 KIM: They don’t hurt me, but I do get uncomfortable when anyone gets too deep. 
 THERAPIST: You believe you will lose control and get pulled under if the group gets “too 

deep.” 
 KIM: Yeah, exactly. 
 THERAPIST: Kim, I wonder if you could remember the fi rst time you felt overwhelmed by an 

intense emotion. Could you describe the time for the group? 
 KIM: I’m not sure if this is exactly what you mean, but when I was four [ pauses ] I was crying 

because I broke one of my favorite toys. My mom told me only babies cry. I felt stupid 
but at the same time scared that I would never stop. 

 THERAPIST: What happened next? 
 KIM: My mom would not talk to me until I stopped, so I stopped. I don’t remember crying 

much after that time. 
 THERAPIST: Your belief of “I mustn’t cry or I am not wanted” has seemed to have been gen-

eralized to others. I wonder if you are trying to save Jade from the pain you felt? 
 KIM: Yeah, maybe [ looking down ], but it’s weird; I still like Jade even though she cried. 
 THERAPIST: Perhaps you have learned through her risk to express herself, and you can now 

choose what you want to do with that insight. 

 RATIONAL EMOTIVE BEHAVIOR THERAPY (REBT) 

 REBT as created by Albert Ellis focuses on the irrational beliefs of the members. In an 
REBT group, the leader confronts the members on their absolute and magical ways of think-
ing, which are heard in statements containing  must  and  should.  The leader is directive and 
focused, emphasizing acceptance of each member but not including warmth as a necessary 
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component of the relationship. The leader disputes the irrationality of each member’s beliefs 
and teaches each member how to dispute them on their own, enlisting the help of the group 
in the disputation process (Ellis, 2001). 

 Ellis was a proponent of using REBT in groups and believed that people changed more 
in groups than in individual counseling (Ellis, 1997). He believed that group members could 
actively assist with the disputation process and could help keep each other accountable. 
Vernon (2007) identifi ed three specifi c types of REBT groups: 

 1.  Open-ended problem-solving group:  In this group, members learn the fundamentals of 
REBT and then assist each other with applying the theory to whatever life issue they 
are struggling with at the time. Problems can vary by group members, and members 
tend to terminate once REBT has been integrated as a problem-solving philosophy. 

 2.  Topic-specifi c group:  In this type of REBT group, all members would share a homoge-
neous issue, such as anxiety or low self-esteem. Members would learn to apply the 
tenets of REBT to remediate the identifi ed issue. 

 3.  Preventive group:  These groups are psychoeducational in nature and are structured around 
learning an identifi ed skill. The members are taught the basics of REBT as ways to prevent 
maladaptive functioning. 

 The protocol exemplifi es the REBT use of disputation of irrational beliefs and the interaction 
among members during the process. 

 REHF: I feel like such an idiot when I get turned down for a date. 
 THERAPIST: You’re telling yourself, “I’m an awful person!” Or, “I’m a total loser because I 

didn’t get a date today!” Is that how it goes? 
 REHF: Yeah, it sounds dumb. I know I shouldn’t be like that. 
 RITA: You “shouldn’t” be like that? Who did you get that from? 
 REHF: Society, I guess. 
 GEORGE: Well, I’m a part of society, and I’m not saying that. I guess I’m a loser too for not 

getting a date last night! [ Laughs ] 
 TRUDY: Yeah, me too! 
 REHF: No. Not you all! I guess I just feel like I’m worthless if I don’t have a date. 
 BEN: What’s the worst thing that could happen if you don’t get any more dates this month? 
 REHF: I would be worthless . . . 
 TRUDY: and . . . 
 REHF: And no one would want to be around me, you people included. 
 THERAPIST: Great, Rehf. We have something to test. Go around the group and tell each 

member that you don’t have a date and ask them what they think and record their 
reactions. 

 REHF: OK. 

 GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 In selecting a theory of group process, practitioners are encouraged to integrate the theory 
into one’s own personality and beliefs. Alignment with a particular theory should be based 
primarily on a congruence between the counselor’s beliefs and the tenets of the theory and 
less on what is convenient or popular to practice. As an illustration of what that intersection 
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might look like, we have each taken some time to describe our own theory and how it applies 
to group work. 

 Garry’s Group-Centered Theory 

 The group-centered approach is a function of the facilitator’s attitude toward self and each 
group member. It is both an acceptance of self and each group member and a deep and abid-
ing belief in the capacity of each group member to be responsible for self in the process of 
exercising self-direction, resulting in more positive behaviors. This attitude of commitment 
to the group member was expressed by Hobbs (1964, p. 158) as 

 putting aside tendencies to evaluate what is good and right for other people. It requires a 
respect for their integrity as individuals, for their right to the strength-giving act of mak-
ing and living by their own choices. And it requires, perhaps above all, a confi dence in the 
tremendous capacities of individuals to make choices that are both maturely satisfying to 
them and ultimately satisfactory to society. 

 A signifi cant objective, therefore, of the group facilitator is to help group members feel safe 
enough to change or not to change, for only when the person is free not to change will 
genuine change be possible. 

 A unique aspect of this group-centered approach is the belief that “man’s behavior is 
exquisitely rational, moving with subtle and ordered complexity toward the goals his organ-
ism is endeavoring to achieve” (Rogers, 1957, p. 202). Therefore, what a person knows, some 
intellectual knowledge or some “important” information that the facilitator can provide is 
not what is important; how a person feels about self is what makes a signifi cant difference 
in behavior. Each individual possesses a personal, perceptual view of self and the world that 
is for him or her reality and thus provides a basis for functioning in the daily experiences in 
which the person fi nds self. 

 Personality Theory 

 The group-centered theory of personality development is based on three central concepts: 

 1. the person; 
 2. the phenomenal fi eld; 
 3. the self. 

 (Rogers, 1951) 

 The person is all that an individual is: thoughts, behaviors, feelings, and physical being. The 
phenomenal fi eld is everything the person experiences, whether or not at a conscious level. 
It is internal as well as external and forms the basis of internal reference for viewing life. 
Whatever the person perceives to be occurring is reality. 

 A basic proposition is that every person “exists in a continually changing world of experi-
ence of which he is the center” (Rogers, 1951, p. 483). As the person reacts to this changing 
world of experience, he or she does so as an organized whole so that a change in any one part 
results in changes in other parts. Therefore, a continuous, dynamic intrapersonal interaction 
occurs in which the person, as a total system, is striving toward actualizing the self. This active 
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process is toward becoming a more positively functioning person, toward enhancement of 
self, independence, and maturity as a person. The person’s behavior in this process is goal 
directed in an effort to satisfy personal needs as experienced in one’s phenomenal fi eld that, 
for that person, constitutes reality. Personal needs, then, infl uence the person’s perception of 
reality. Therefore, the person’s perception of reality must be understood if the person and 
his or her behavior are to be understood. Thus, the facilitator avoids judging the person’s 
behavior and works hard to try to understand the internal frame of reference of the person 
(Rogers, 1951). 

 The third central concept of the group-centered theory of personality development is 
the self. Through interactions with signifi cant others in the environment and from the total 
phenomenal fi eld, the person, as an infant, gradually begins to differentiate a portion as the 
self. According to Patterson (1974), the individual can only become a person and develop a 
self in a society or group. The self grows and changes as a result of continuing interaction 
with the phenomenal fi eld. Rogers (1951, p. 501) described the self structure as 

 an organized confi guration of perceptions of the self which are admissible to awareness. It 
is composed of such elements as the perceptions of one’s characteristics and abilities; the 
percepts and concepts of the self in relation to others and to the environment; the value 
qualities which are perceived as associated with experiences and objects; and the goals 
and ideals which are perceived as having positive or negative valence. It is, then, the orga-
nized picture, existing in awareness either as fi gure or ground, of the self and the self-in-
relationship, together with the positive or negative values which are associated with those 
qualities and relationships, as they are perceived as existing in the past, present, or future. 

 Awareness of self ushers in the development of the need for positive regard from others. 
This need for positive regard is reciprocal in that as a person satisfi es another person’s need 
for positive regard, the person fulfi lls the same need. Satisfaction or frustration of the need 
for positive regard in association with self-experiences contributes to the development of a 
need for self-regard. This “sense of self-regard becomes a pervasive construct infl uencing the 
behavior of the whole organism and has a life of its own, independent of actual experiences 
of regard from others” (Meador & Rogers, 1984, p. 154). 

 Group-Centered View of Personality and Behavior 

 Rogers (1951) articulated 19 propositions regarding personality and behavior that provide 
a conceptual framework for understanding human behavior and motivation and refl ect the 
philosophical core of group-centered counseling. These propositions, summarized as follows, 
describe a group-centered view of the person and behavior of the individual and provide a 
basis for relating to members in the group. 

 Every person exists in a continually changing world of experience of which that person 
is the center. The person reacts as an organized whole to this fi eld as it is experienced and 
perceived, which for the person is reality. As the person develops and interacts with the envi-
ronment, a portion of the person’s total private world (perceptual fi eld) gradually becomes 
recognized as “me” (differentiated as the self  ), and concepts are formed about self, about the 
environment, and about self in relation to the environment. The person has a basic tendency 
to strive to actualize, maintain, and enhance the experiencing self. The resulting behavior is 
basically the goal-directed, emotionally infl uenced attempt of the person to satisfy his or her 
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needs as experienced in the fi eld as perceived. Therefore, the best vantage point for under-
standing the person’s behavior is from the internal frame of reference of the person. 

 Most of a person’s behavior is consistent with the person’s concept of self, and behaviors 
inconsistent with the self-concept are not owned. Psychological freedom or adjustment exists 
when the self-concept is congruent with all the person’s experiences. When this is not the 
case, tension or maladjustment is experienced by the person. Experiences that are inconsistent 
with the self-concept may be perceived as a threat, resulting in the person becoming behavior-
ally rigid in an effort to defend the existing self-concept. When there is a complete absence 
of any threat to the perception of self, the person is free to revise his or her self-concept to 
assimilate and include experiences previously inconsistent with the self-concept. The resulting 
well-integrated or positive self-concept enables the person to be more understanding of others 
and thus to have better interpersonal relationships (Rogers, 1951, pp. 483–524). 

 The Therapeutic Relationship 

 Before attempting to describe the therapeutic relationship, it is important to reiterate the 
group-centered philosophical position that there is an inherent tendency within each person 
to move in subtle directedness toward adjustment, mental health, developmental growth, 
independence, autonomy of personhood, and what can be generally described as self-
actualization. It is the person’s natural striving toward inner balance that takes him or her to 
where he or she needs to be. 

 Therefore, the focus of the group-centered counselor is on the inner self of the person, 
what the person is capable of becoming, not on the person’s ways of being in the past. In this 
approach, the person, and not the problem, is the point of focus. Knowing about the causes 
or extent of the person’s maladjustment is not a prerequisite for establishing a therapeutic 
relationship with the person. When we focus on the problem, we lose sight of the person of 
the individual and in the process communicate to the individual that his or her problem is 
more important. Diagnosis of maladjustment is not necessary because this is not a prescrip-
tive approach. What the counselor does is not based on a specifi c problem the individual 
may be experiencing (Landreth, 1991). Having made this point, we can proceed to discuss a 
group-centered view of the therapeutic relationship. 

 If I am to be helpful to each group member, I must make contact with each person of the 
group at all levels of experiencing in our shared time together. I would like to gently touch 
each member’s emotional world and also to hear as fully as I can his or her expressed thoughts 
and descriptions. I would like the total response of my person to convey to the group mem-
ber the depth of my yearning to know and understand, to the extent to which I am fully 
capable, his or her experiential inner world of feelings and thoughts as known, experienced, 
felt, expressed, and lived out at the moment. I also want to hear that the other person has a 
longing to share what may be perceived by the person as a frightening part of his or her life 
or as confusion but may fear doing so because I or others may reject it. And so they venture 
forth in this relationship in ways that may seem to lack focus or direction as they experience 
this inner confl ict of wanting to be heard and fearing evaluation and criticism. At such times, 
a tentative and perhaps almost imperceptible desire exists to share this vulnerable part of self 
in what may be an obscure or oblique manner that could easily go unnoticed because the 
message is so inconspicuous or veiled. 

 In many relationships, the person seems to be perhaps at that moment only vaguely 
aware at some deeper level of this underlying part of self or experience that he or she would 
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like to share, perhaps not even at a conscious level in the immediacy of our experiencing 
relationship. At other times, I have sensed, at an immediate conscious level, a deep longing 
on the part of self to be heard and accepted. The person seems to be crying out, “Does any-
one hear me? Does anyone care?” At these moments in our sharing together a developing 
relationship, I would like by my attitude, words, feelings, tone of voice, and facial and bodily 
expression—by the total person I am—to communicate my hearing, understanding, and 
acceptance of this deeper message in a way that will help the person to feel safe, accepted, 
and appreciated. In such moments, my response seems to very gently open a door the person 
has come to stand in front of in our journey together and by that gesture say to the person, 
“I’m really not sure, either, what is on the other side of the door. I understand that whatever 
is there may be frightening to you or something you had rather not face, but I am willing to 
walk through that door with you. I am not willing to lead you through the door, nor will 
I push you or follow you through the door. I will be fully present beside you, and we will 
discover together what is there. I trust you in this process to be able to face and cope with 
whatever we fi nd there.” 

 A young lady with whom I worked in a counseling relationship expressed her reaction 
to this kind of caring by writing, “One thing I have come to really appreciate about you is 
that you will allow me to be frightened, even though you and I both know there is no reason 
for me to be. You trust me, and I am coming to trust myself. Thanks for that.” This kind of 
relationship is described by Rogers (1952, p. 70) as “the process by which the structure of 
the self is relaxed in the safety of the relationship with the therapist, and previously denied 
experiences are perceived and then integrated into an altered self.” 

 The beginning of this movement toward a different self is facilitated when the warmth, 
interest, caring, understanding, genuineness, and empathy I experience are perceived and 
felt by the group member. Other members of the group are just as capable of experienc-
ing these conditions, and when they are communicated, they may have an even greater 
impact when perceived by the member of focus. In this climate of facilitative psycho-
logical attitudes (Rogers, 1980), group members come to rely on their own vast resources 
for self-directed behavior and for altering their self-concepts and basic attitudes. Thus, 
the power to change resides within the group member and is not a result of direction, 
advice, or information I might have to offer. As expressed by Rogers (1961, p. 33), “If I 
can provide a certain type of relationship, the other person will discover within himself 
the capacity to use that relationship for growth and change, and personal development 
will occur.” The relationship then can be described as therapeutic and a function of 
basic key attitudes of the group-centered facilitator, who is willing to know the group 
member(s) and to be known in the process of the developing relationship. According 
to Rogers (1967a), the following conditions are necessary and suffi cient for personality 
changes to occur: 

 • Two people are in psychological contact. 
 • The group member is in a state of incongruence, being vulnerable or anxious. 
 • The facilitator is congruent or integrated in the relationship. 
 • The facilitator experiences unconditional positive regard for the group member. 
 • The facilitator experiences an empathic understanding of the member’s internal frame 

of reference and strives to communicate this experience to the member. 
 • The group member perceives, at least to a minimal degree, the facilitator’s empathic 

understanding and unconditional positive regard. 
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 In this approach, the person, and not the problem, is the point of focus. When we focus on 
the problem, we lose sight of the person. The relationship that develops in the group and 
the creative forces this relationship releases in the group member are the process of change 
and growth for the group member. It is not preparation for change. Rogers (1959, p. 221) 
expressed this view as follows: “Psychotherapy is releasing an already existing capacity in a 
potentially competent individual.” Although at times the past may be described by the group 
member in light of certain experiences, the present is considered to be more signifi cant. In 
this process, the group member is responsible for him- or herself and is quite capable of 
exercising that responsibility through self-direction, resulting in more positive behavior. 

 Bob’s Integrated Approach 

 Perhaps because of the complexity of human nature and the problems encountered in life, 
most group leaders of my acquaintance eventually evolve to an eclectic system of group 
facilitation. I chose the word “evolve” quite carefully because I believe that beginning coun-
selors and group leaders need to select a single theory that fi ts their personality and style and 
to master it fi rst. Through the process of mastery, the group leader can try interventions that 
are time tested and eventually select what makes the most sense and what works best for him 
or her. I am not convinced that an inexperienced group leader should choose eclecticism 
as an initial intervention mode. My personal bias is that the eclectic group leader needs to 
have good, solid reasons that are grounded in established theory in order to make consistent 
choices regarding what works best in groups. 

 My personal beliefs about how people learn and what motivates them to change have been 
most directly infl uenced by the following theorists and schools of thought. The infl uences 
of Carl Rogers (1951–1980s) and Robert Carkhuff, the neopsychoanalytic school, and par-
ticularly the work of Karen Horney, the Gestaltists, and more recently the conceptualization 
of Harville Hendrix (1988) will become apparent as I discuss my views on the development 
of human personality and the therapeutic process. 

 Personality Development 

 One of the most diffi cult arguments to settle is the age-old nature-versus-nurture issue. We 
continue to learn more about the ways in which genetics infl uence the human organism. 
Studies with twins and increasingly sophisticated research with chromosomes indicate that 
heredity may infl uence disposition and behavior much more than previously thought. 

 I believe that heredity and environment are intricately interwoven and most probably in a 
fashion that will remain somewhat mysterious. I continue to be impressed with the powerful 
role that learning plays in the development of human personality and in the choices people 
make as they journey through life. 

 Learning begins at least at birth. Some would suggest that a very primitive kind of learn-
ing may even begin during gestation. The human brain is capable of processing hundreds of 
sensory inputs per second. The most complex and intricate computer in existence pales in 
comparison to the enormous capacity of the human brain. Naturally, we do not consciously 
process each piece of data that impacts the brain. That would literally be overwhelming. 
Nevertheless, some brain researchers believe that every experience we have is stored some-
where in the brain. 
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 I chose to begin my discussion of human personality with the brain because I believe that 
all of our developmental experiences shape who we are and who we become. I think that early 
experiences are the most signifi cant because they are being charted and stored in emotion that 
is uncontaminated by the higher processes of thinking and evaluating that develop later as the 
cerebral cortex and its functions become more prominent. The older and more primitive lim-
bic system of the brain is the repository of feelings and emotions. In this portion of the brain, 
our memories of early and unevaluated experiences are stored—both positive and negative. 

 This primitive part of the brain is relatively uncritical and is most interested in having 
needs met: safety and security, warmth and nurturance, excitement and sex. The cerebral 
cortex is a more highly evolved part of the brain that gives rise to our ability to think logi-
cally and critically, evaluate, decide, and organize our lives. It also, for better or for worse, helps 
us control the more impulsive nature of the limbic or primitive brain. 

 As we “learn” about what culture considers appropriate behavior, we also learn to mod-
erate our primitive wishes and desires. Because most of us have diffi culty remembering in 
exquisite detail some of our early experiences before age 5 or so, my belief is that many of our 
personality-shaping experiences have been sublimated or repressed so that they are no longer 
part of our conscious awareness. Nevertheless, they remain, at an unconscious level, powerful 
infl uences upon our current perception of ourselves and our world. 

 Our uniqueness as individuals has to do with the delicate interplay between that naturally 
affective part of self and the way in which we choose to manage our lives—our perception 
of ourselves in our world. How we perceive ourselves is the sum product of our internalized 
experiences, both those of which we are aware and, perhaps more importantly, those that have 
been fi led away in our brains but are no longer available to us consciously. 

 Our most demanding early needs also are the most infl uential in setting the course of our 
eventual development and feelings about self. The basic needs for safety and security can 
be clinically observed throughout the life span. They are powerful motivators and at some 
level probably play a part in most of the major decisions we make in life—from choices of 
occupation or career to the selection of our mate. 

 To me, the recognition that an infant enters the world crying and howling is no wonder. 
We have excised it from one of the warmest and most nurturing environments imaginable—
the womb. In that desirable place, all needs were met instantly and continually. It was warm, 
safe, and secure, a condition that will never be duplicated again. We sometimes return to that 
comfortably protective fetal position while sleeping or when experiencing pain. This regres-
sive behavior also can be observed in severely withdrawn mental patients and in some ways 
can be interpreted as adaptive behavior. I use the example to illustrate the importance that I 
believe feelings of security play in the development of healthy personalities. 

 If we are wise enough to choose our primary caretakers carefully and to have been reared 
by warm and nurturing parents, we will have a decided advantage in developing in a healthy 
and positive direction. However, because even the most sensitive of caretakers could not pos-
sibly ever meet all of our needs, life becomes a process of learning the skills necessary to deal 
with and adapt to frustration. The manner in which the human organism perceives the world 
through those early and needy experiences will heavily infl uence its perception of the world 
as a secure, warm, and nurturing environment that can be trusted or as a world that is distant 
and cool, perhaps even a hostile one that needs to be guarded against. 

 These early experiences with frustration of our needs give rise to an anxiety that will 
govern whether we move toward other people in a dependent manner, move away in a 
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distant and isolated or independent way, or move against others with a hostile or aggressive 
personality orientation. 

 Horney fi rst talked about these basic personality styles, and they are similar to what Hen-
drix (1988) later labeled  fusors  and  isolators  in relationships. The theory is that dependent or 
fusor personalities will move toward others in an attempt to ward off the anxiety associated 
with early childhood wounds. Perhaps as a child the fusor did not receive enough nurturance 
from the signifi cant caretaker and therefore grew up literally craving an unusual amount of 
affection, reassurance, and physical contact. Fusors typically fear abandonment, so they will 
seek and demand closeness, togetherness, and teamness. 

 Counterdependent or isolator personalities may have been overprotected or rejected as 
children and therefore adopt an independent, “I don’t need anybody” personality. Isolators 
become extremely uncomfortable and anxious in relationships that they perceive to be too 
demanding of their time and energy. They frequently will state that they need personal 
space, freedom, and their own individuality in a relationship. What they fear most is being 
overwhelmed, suffocated, or engulfed by another person. 

 Basic personality styles, although acted out in an unconscious manner, have important 
implications for current relationships and the group. Adults have most likely developed many 
layers of defense in order to avoid things that they fear most—abandonment or engulfment. 
Ironically, when fusors and isolators grow up, they tend to seek each other out as romantic 
partners. This can be seen as an attempt to heal those early childhood wounds. Paradoxi-
cally, although an isolator may be initially attracted to the fusor, who seemingly possesses the 
natural warmth and acceptance that he or she was denied in childhood, as it later becomes 
apparent that the fusor also has strong needs for closeness and intimacy, the isolator will begin 
to experience an inner panic because the fusor has become so demanding and clinging! 

 The converse is also true: As the fusor moves forward with insistent affi liation needs, the 
isolator, in response, begins to distance. Thus begins an intriguing dance played out through 
the unconscious needs of the two confused participants. In effect, fusors become isolator-
phobic, and isolators become fusor-phobic. 

 What we need in order to get better is a healing of those childhood wounds. In essence, we 
need that which we most fear! Those childhood wounds are the result of unfi nished business 
with our primary caretakers. We go through life attempting to get closure on those situations 
that have been left in our background but that continue in a very real sense to infl uence cur-
rent behavior. When we enter relationships that have the potential to become powerful and 
signifi cant in our lives, they are measured against the background of our experiences. That 
is, we project our unconscious agenda onto the person or the group: “This person can make 
me whole” or “This group of people can help me grow.” 

 Against this theoretical backdrop of individual personality, I do group work. I tend to 
conceptualize groups as reconstructed families in which early wounds can be reexamined 
and in some cases played out. A person’s basic personality style will be apparent in the group 
because issues of boundaries, trust, power, and intimacy will activate the same defenses and 
roles as will the “real” world. 

 The Therapeutic Relationship 

 My own personality best suits me for the “good father” role as a group facilitator. I believe 
that Rogers was essentially correct regarding the core interpersonal conditions, and although 
I feel they are necessary, my own personal role in the group tends to be broader than that and 
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will vary with the levels of maturity and insight available in the group members. My incli-
nation is to respond to group members with immediacy and gentle confrontation to both 
members’ strengths and weaknesses. I attempt to remember that old wounds are best healed 
with nurturing and gentle care. People can get plenty of aggression, anger, and confrontation 
in the streets and even in their families. The group should be, I believe, above all a safe place. 
Through my manner of acceptance and respect, I try to help create an atmosphere that is 
secure and safe so that members can trust me, other members, and primarily themselves. 

 I believe that group members deserve the best of me, so I attempt to be well rested and 
fully available to them emotionally. I attend to their messages as carefully as I can. 

 Being fully available means, however, that I am going to do more than just listen and 
nurture. Carkhuff ’s (1969) research into the interpersonal conditions and the concept of 
wholeness is the model I use for personal availability in the group. Although I will not be 
intrusive with my personal values—at least not consciously—I give myself permission to 
be fully human in the group. That means that sometimes I will share my likes as well as 
dislikes and my personal biases, prejudices, and opinions. In my work with group members, I 
will be respectfully confrontational and immediate with my reactions. 

 Because in most cases, I am functioning at higher interpersonal levels and depth of insight 
than are my group members, I will assume somewhat more responsibility for helping to cre-
ate a therapeutic climate in the group. I am mindful, however, that I am still only one person 
in a collection of individuals, and so my impact is limited. The climate or atmosphere in the 
group is an ongoing concern of mine, and so “how we are together” is always an issue that 
is available for inspection by the group. 

 Finally, I would like to say that all of my life experiences have in some way prepared me 
for group facilitation. That includes all of the laughter and tears, the highs and lows, wins 
and losses, elations and sorrows—all are part of me. In many ways, the most signifi cant con-
centrated learning experience has been my own personal therapy. Actually experiencing the 
process that my group members go through has aided me most in being able to create for 
them a trusting and growing atmosphere. 

 Kevin’s Adlerian Approach 

 People live and grow in groups, so it is only natural that people would best change in groups. 
Alfred Adler was one of the pioneers in the fi eld of group work, not because he focused 
his psychology on group dynamics but because he recognized the social embeddedness of 
human beings. Most of his early work and teaching were done in a group format, much like a 
town hall meeting, where he would treat individuals in group settings. Although a complete 
exploration of Adler’s theory is beyond the scope of this book, I will outline a brief discussion 
of Adler’s philosophical approach to development and then illustrate how I integrate these 
ideas into the group work I conduct. 

 Personality Development 

 Adlerians believe development is a fl uid process that focuses on the individual’s striving 
from inferiority to superiority. At birth, we are all naked and helpless. This “inferior” state 
produces inferiority feelings that motivate us to strive to connect and belong (superiority). 
When we are infants, this striving is necessary for survival. Later on in life, it helps us form 
relationships with others. For these basic inferiority feelings, we each creatively discover ways 
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that work best within our given environment to belong. We develop strategies for belonging, 
known as our style of life, that we continue to use for the rest of our lives. The style of life, 
one’s blueprint for belonging, can also be called one’s  personality.  

 Our first society, our first group, is our family. People do not create their personality 
in an individualized vacuum. Instead, we create ourselves in a social setting. As we take 
the lessons we have learned out into the real world, we once again apply our strategies 
to other social groups. So from an Adlerian perspective, every person is best understood 
in a group/social context. It is important to note that one’s environment does not 
determine one’s style of life. Instead, how one perceives one’s environment becomes 
the most important aspect of personality development. The creative power of the indi-
vidual helps explain general examples such as how some people succeed in overcoming 
poverty and also specific examples of how siblings can be so different despite growing 
up in the same home. 

 Throughout one’s life, each person strives to belong and succeed in what Adlerians call the 
tasks of life. These tasks represent spheres of existence that are universal aspects of everyone’s 
life. The tasks are love, work, friendship, self, and spirituality. I believe you can learn quite a 
bit about anyone by exploring how that person attempts to meet each task. 

 Adler considered the social aspects of humanity so central to health and maladjustment 
that he coined the term “social interest” to describe the dynamic of belonging and con-
tributing to one’s society. Social interest is an innate potentiality in all people, and it can be 
seen in one’s style of life. People whose life strategies include social interest will behave in 
ways marked by cooperation and mutuality. Those with limited social interest will behave in 
ways that better themselves at the detriment of others or in ways that withdraw from social 
commitments. Social interest is a concept unique to Adlerian theory, and understanding its 
emphasis on social connection makes it easy to see why Adlerian theory is such a nice fi t for 
group work. 

 People enter counseling because one or more of the tasks of life are not being fulfi lled in 
ways that are satisfactory to the person. Adlerians believe that people become discouraged 
when their strategies of succeeding in life are not working out for them in the present. 
Symptoms such as anxiety and depression often are created to act as excuses for not meeting 
the tasks of life. For example, “I am too anxious to work” or “If only I was less depressed, 
then I could form a real relationship.” When faced with this discouragement, people often 
need help to face the tasks of life in new and creative ways. Understanding one’s creative 
power to change can be the antidote to discouragement and pave the way to change. For 
a more detailed exploration of Adlerian theory and its philosophy, please refer to Fall et al. 
(2017), Sonstegard and Bitter (2004), or Dinkmeyer and Sperry (2000). 

 Therapeutic Relationship 

 My main focus in group leadership is to present to each group member as an interested col-
laborator in their change process, however they might defi ne that process. It is through this 
spirit of collaboration that the group can begin to feel safe to risk sharing and connecting 
with each other. Collaboration in group may include discussing and deciding on group rules 
together, facilitating the group to set its own agenda, and minimizing advice giving. Impart-
ing information may be appropriate, especially in psychoeducational groups, but I always 
emphasize and pay special attention to the process and the desires of the group at any given 
moment. 
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 Fostering a collaborative environment helps group members warm up to the ideas of 
self-responsibility and teleology, two focus points of Adlerian counseling.  Self-responsibility  is 
the philosophical belief that each person is accountable for his or her own actions, thoughts, 
and feelings.  Teleology  is the principle that states that all of our actions, thoughts, and feelings 
are created for a purpose. The purpose highlights our life strategies, our chosen method for 
striving. Taken together, these two pieces are very powerful agents of change within a group. 
By exploring one’s purpose of behavior and serving to hold members accountable for these 
behaviors, members can begin to change what they have control over: themselves. Group 
can be even more powerful in this effort because as a group leader, I can harness the power 
of the group to collaborate in these explorations and help them hold each other accountable 
for their own “stuff.” These efforts help groups stay on task, defend less, and grow more. In 
my work with adolescent males and domestic violence offenders, these elements have proven 
invaluable. In my groups, even though both populations are prone to blaming others for their 
issues, an observer would rarely hear members focusing on how parents or spouses are the 
real cause of their problems. 

 I also believe that to be effective, I need to be a good model of social interest. Beyond creat-
ing a collaborative environment, I try to be present and genuine with my group members. If I 
am noticing or feeling something in the group, I am immediate and share that with the group. 
I do not believe that the group leader has to always be right. In fact, part of being human is 
making mistakes, so I actually enjoy it when a group member calls me on something that I 
missed. It provides an opportunity to model cooperative ways of handling mistakes. 

 Overall, I am drawn to Adlerian theory because it resonates with my own natural way of 
viewing human change. The deep understandings of human nature embedded in lifestyle 
analysis are useful to me and my insight into the group members. The emphasis on respon-
sibility, to me, is a message of empowerment. It says, “Regardless of what you are going 
through, you have the power to change.” I like that. The leadership style allows me to be 
active or to listen to the process. I can be confrontational and collaborative at the same time. 

 DEVELOPING YOUR OWN STYLE 

 We included a brief discourse of our own approaches to group to illustrate that each person 
has his or her own way of making sense of the group experience. There is no one right way. 
Instead, what seems to make the difference is how well your group leader persona matches 
up with your real self. In lay speak, if you are faking it, it is going to show. As you read the 
remainder of the text, you will be bombarded with new information about the group pro-
cess. We would encourage you, as you immerse yourself in group knowledge, not to forget 
the elements that make you an effective helper. These elements include your beliefs about 
how people develop, become maladjusted, and change. If you keep yourself at the forefront 
of this new exploration, we believe you will more easily begin to develop a sense of what you 
look like as a group leader. 
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C H A P T E R

 4 

 ETHICS AND LEADERSHIP TRAINING 

 I have a lot of beliefs and I live by none of ’em. That’s just the way I am. They’re just 
my beliefs. I just like believing them. I like that part. 

 Louis C.K. 

 ETHICAL STANDARDS FOR GROUP LEADERS 

 The group counselor is expected to have a complete knowledge and understanding of the 
ethical standards established by professional organizations related to counseling and group 
work. At their core, ethics are about values. By learning about ethics, you are exploring the 
shared values of the profession of counseling. These values may or may not resonate with 
your own values, so being aware of your own beliefs is a key aspect of developing an ethical 
practice. 

 When referring to the ethical codes of our profession, in most cases, that would mean the 
ethical standards of the American Counseling Association (ACA), National Association for 
Social Workers (NASW), or the American Psychological Association (APA) and, specifi cally 
for group leaders, the Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW) or the American 
Group Psychotherapy Association (AGPA). Ethical guidelines and standards of professional 
practice are usually agreed-upon regulatory postulates based upon a unifying set of moral 
principles that the majority of practitioners can support. These typically include the concepts 
of nonmalefi cence (do no harm), benefi cence (work actively for the good of the client), 
autonomy (promote the independence and self-suffi ciency of the client), justice (be fair to all 
parties involved), and fi delity (make sure that promises are kept). As mentioned, ethical codes 
represent the consensus values of a profession. Because values are core issues, knowing the 
values of the profession of group work and comparing them to your own internal process is 
a vital fi rst step in becoming an effective group facilitator. 

 The ASGW and the AGPA have both established specifi c ethical guidelines that are 
intended to govern the professional behavior of the group counselor, and adherence to those 
standards is expected as a condition of membership in the association. 
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 We believe that the most effective way of helping beginning group counselors engage in 
the process of learning ethical decision making involves four key elements: 

 1.  Personal individual counseling . This experience can initiate a process of inter-
nal focus and examination that will assist in the self-understanding that all counselors 
need in order to work effectively with others. Although we may not always be totally 
comfortable with where we are in the challenge of handling life’s hurdles, the attitude 
of self-examination is worthwhile in keeping group leaders from becoming rigid and 
infl exible. 

 2.  Specifi c course instruction and training . As we continue to accumulate a widening 
body of evidence regarding helpful procedures in group work, it becomes increasingly 
important to ensure that leaders are familiar with a range of intervention techniques 
that are unique to working with people in groups. 

 3.  Participation as a member in group counseling . Participating as a member in 
a group experience can afford the leader in training with the opportunity to directly 
observe and experience the group as it develops through stages. Although this is not the 
primary reason for being in a group, the member has an opportunity to watch another 
person facilitate the group. Also, the member can utilize the experience to continue the 
personal process of self-study. 

 4.  Supervised experience in facilitating a group . This fi nal training piece gives 
the new group leader an opportunity to test his or her developing intervention and 
group-management skills with a live group suitable to the new leader’s developmental 
skill level. 

 Each of these training components can assist the leader in moving toward a position of 
increased clarity in the ethical decision-making process. 

 PERSONAL STANDARDS 

 In addition to suggesting that group leaders adhere to a generally accepted code of ethics, 
Gazda (1982, pp. 88–89) suggested guidelines for group leader qualities that could form the 
basics for personal ethical standards. They are as follows: 

 • The group leader should have a clear set of group rules that guide him or her in the 
leadership of his or her group. 

 • The group leader should be self-confi dent and emotionally stable. 
 • The group leader should possess high perceptual and communication skills. 
 • The group leader should have a well-conceptualized model for explaining behavioral 

change. 
 • The group leader should have evidence that he or she has received training commen-

surate with his or her group practice. 
 • The group leader should have evidence that his or her leadership is effective, that is, 

posttreatment and follow-up data of group members illustrate that they have benefi ted 
from membership in the leader’s group. 

 • The group leader should possess the necessary certifi cation, licensure, or similar evi-
dence of qualifi cations generally accepted by his or her discipline. 



ETHICS AND LEADERSHIP TRAINING 45

 • The group leader who does not possess professional credentials must function under the 
supervision of a professionally qualifi ed person. 

 • The group leader should attend refresher courses, workshops, and so on to upgrade his 
or her skills and obtain evaluation of others regarding his or her skills and/or level of 
functioning. 

 The development of an effective objective position on ethics is largely dependent on the 
counselor’s self-understanding. Prospective group counselors should examine carefully their 
own needs that are being met by facilitating a group. A counselor who is unaware of his or 
her own emotional needs is very likely to inappropriately use the group to meet those needs 
and will thus be less emotionally available to group members. We consider this a basic ethical 
issue in that the primary purpose of the group is to meet the needs of group members. Such 
counselor variables are crucial, and personal limitations must be recognized. 

 Ethical guidelines and professional standards of practice are designed to provide a con-
sensus position on the minimally acceptable standards for practitioners. No set of guidelines, 
regardless of how complete and detailed, will cover every conceivable dilemma presented to 
the practicing group leader. When the codes are silent or fail to address an issue, the group 
leader must depend upon his or her personal moral code to guide professional decisions. 

 The following is a brief list of ethically oriented questions often posed by beginning group 
leaders. In some cases, the codes provide specifi c guidance, and in others they are vague and 
require further context for ethical decision making. What does the ethical group leader do 
when people in the group begin dating each other? Or when 

 • a member engages in joking but thinly veiled threats against another member? 
 • a member comes to the group intoxicated or high? 
 • a group member talks about intent to commit suicide? 
 • a member asks the leader out socially? 
 • a group member breaks confi dentiality? 
 • the group facilitator becomes overwhelmed with personal problems? 
 • the group “gangs up” on one member? 
 • a member stops coming to group without any notice? 
 • an upset or angry member leaves during the course of a group meeting? 
 • a group member discloses that he or she is HIV positive and has not informed his or 

her partner? 

 THE ASGW ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

 The ASGW Ethical Guidelines provide guidance in the general areas of: 

 • counselor competence; 
 • recruitment and informed consent; 
 • screening and orientation of group members; 
 • preparation of group members; 
 • voluntary participation; 
 • psychological risks; 
 • confi dentiality; 
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 • experimentation, research, and tape recording; 
 • protecting member rights; 
 • leader values and expectations; 
 • ensuring member opportunities in the group; 
 • treating members equally; 
 • personal relationships; 
 • promoting member independence and development of personal goals; 
 • use of alcohol and drugs; and 
 • providing help after sessions and follow-up. 

 COMMON ETHICAL DILEMMAS 

 Informed Consent 

 Group members have a right to know what they are getting into before the group begins. To 
fully prepare prospective group members, ethical group facilitators participate in orienting 
their potential members via two primary pathways: pre-group screening and preparation and 
a written document of consent, often referred to as a professional disclosure statement. 

 Pre-group screening and orientation are vital aspects to informing the potential member 
about the process of group. It provides both leader and member a chance to meet face to 
face and not only get a feel for each other, but also gain awareness into the many facets of 
participating in the upcoming group experience. Research supports the use of pre-group 
interviews and its positive impact on outcomes such as increased cohesion, better attendance, 
greater clarity about the group process, and more focus on group tasks, which results in 
higher goal achievement (Burlingame et al., 2006; Yalom, 2005) .

 Professional disclosure statements are informed consent documents that are often required 
by state licensure boards and are mentioned in professional organizations’ standards (ASGW, 
2007). Each member should have an opportunity to read and sign the document, and parents 
are required to provide consent for minor group members (Linde & Erford, 2016). Fallon 
(2006) outlined a comprehensive exploration of the ethical issues surrounding informed 
consent and identifi ed several important elements, including risks associated with group, 
group member preparation, and member protection. While verbal consent has its advantages, 
providing a written document creates a record of the consent and is critical for issues that 
might arise in the process of treatment and resulting complaints. An example of a group-
focused professional disclosure statement is found in  Figure 4.1 . 

 Confi dentiality 

 Most counseling ethical codes and guidelines consider confi dentiality to be the most bind-
ing of ethical principles. The confi dence that group members place in the primary rule of 
confi dentiality sets the stage for the development of trust among members and cohesion in 
the group. Trust and cohesion are the building blocks for productive work in the group. 

 Group members need to know the importance of adhering to a norm of confi dential-
ity in the group. This needs to be clearly stated at the beginning of the group, when new 
members are admitted, and at various times during the life of the group. The issue of con-
fi dentiality needs to be reaffi rmed as the group progresses to deeper levels of commitment 
and disclosure. We have found it useful to explain and defi ne confi dentiality and to provide 



 Mason A. O’Reilly, PhD, LPC 
 366 Manchurian, Suite 222 

 Austin, TX 78704 

 PROFESSIONAL DISCLOSURE STATEMENT 

  Qualifi cations : I am a Licensed Professional Counselor (13909). I received my PhD from the 
Counselor Education and Supervision program at the University of North Texas. For more than a 
decade, I have worked with adults, adolescents, and children in both individual and group counseling. 

  Nature of Group Counseling : Proactive Parenting is a 12-week psychoeducational group 
designed for parents who have children between the ages of 13 and 18. There will be 12 members 
in the group. Group sessions will revolve around fi ve crucial skills for effectively parenting teens. Two 
weeks will be spent on each skill, with the fi rst week being an introduction to the skill and the second 
week devoted to processing the application on the skill to each member’s personal parenting life. 
Homework assignments will be provided to extend the learning beyond the group sessions. 

 I work with clients who believe they have the capacity to solve their own problems with my assistance. 
Within this approach, we will struggle together, as equals, with any problems you choose to bring into 
therapy, with the goal being that of you fi nding your own path to greater independence, growth, and 
social interest. Because I believe all behavior is goal directed, my role is to facilitate your insight through 
mutually examining your current goals of behavior, your beliefs surrounding these goals, exploring 
how these goals are/are not fi tting your needs, and collaboratively setting new goals according to 
your specifi cations. Throughout the collaborative process, I will provide clarifi cation, encouragement, 
tentative hypotheses, and interpretations to facilitate your movement toward your selected goals. 

 Although our sessions may be intimate psychologically, ours is strictly a professional relationship rather 
than a social one. Our contact will be limited to group counseling sessions you arrange with me except 
in case of emergency, when you may contact the answering service (999-555-1212), and I will get 
back to you as soon as possible. If in immediate distress, please call the local 24-hour hotline number, 
999-555-1212. 

 Expectations of you as a group member include active participation in the counseling process, arriving 
to appointments on time, attending group every week, informing me of any other ongoing counseling, 
keeping me up to date on any medications you may be taking, and having a physical if you have not 
had one in the last year. 

  Confi dentiality : Most of our communication is confi dential, but the following exceptions to 
confi dentiality do exist: (a) I determine you are a danger to yourself or others; b) you disclose abuse, 
neglect, or exploitation of a child or an elderly or disabled person; (c) you disclose sexual contact with 
another mental health professional; (d) I am ordered by a court to disclose information; (e) you give 
me written consent to release information; or (f) I am otherwise required by law to release information. 
I routinely consult with other licensed colleagues regarding cases. In the event that I consult on your 
case, all identifying information is excluded to protect your confi dentiality. 

 Although I am bound to the ethical standard of confi dentiality, group members are not. However, 
confi dentiality is considered vital for the work of the group. By signing this document, you agree to 
keep the material discussed in group confi dential. Failure to maintain confi dentiality may result in 
dismissal from the group. 

  Fees : In return for a fee of $35 per group session, I agree to provide counseling services for you. 
The fees are based on a one-and-a-half–hour group session rate. The fee for each session will be 
due and must be paid at the conclusion of each session. Cash, personal checks, or credit cards are 
acceptable for payment. I currently do not fi le for reimbursement from health insurance companies. In 
the event that you choose to cancel an appointment, you must call 24 hours in advance, or you will be 
responsible for the normal session fee. 

  Figure 4.1  Sample Group Professional Disclosure Statement 
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  Referrals and Complaints : Should you and/or I believe that a referral is needed, I will provide 
alternatives including programs and/or people who may be available to assist you. You will be 
responsible for contacting and evaluating those referrals and alternatives. At any time, you may 
initiate a discussion of possible positive or negative effects of entering, not entering, continuing, or 
discontinuing counseling. While benefi ts are desirable, specifi c results are not guaranteed. In fact, 
during counseling, issues may be uncovered that were not expected, and the change process itself can 
be taxing emotionally and/or physically. I encourage you to discuss any issues of discomfort with the 
group. 

 I assure you that my services will be rendered in a professional manner consistent with accepted legal 
and ethical standards as set by the Texas Licensing Board, a copy of which is available on request. If 
at any time, for any reason, you are dissatisfi ed with my services, let me know. I will gladly discuss any 
perceived problem or issue and willingly work with you to resolve any concern you may have. If we 
cannot resolve your concerns together, you may contact the appropriate licensing board, listed below: 

 Texas State Board of Examiners of Professional Counselors 
 Texas Department of State Health Services 

 Mail Code 1982 
 P.O. Box 149347 

 Austin, Texas 78714–9347 

 By your signature below, you are indicating that you have read and understood this statement or that 
any questions you had about this statement were answered to your satisfaction and that you were 
furnished with a copy of this statement. By my signature, I verify the accuracy of this statement and 
acknowledge my commitment to conform to its specifi cations. 

 ________________________ ________________________ 

 Client’s Signature Counselor’s Signature 

 Date Date 

Figure 4.1 (Continued)

members with examples of ways in which confi dentiality can be broken in inadvertent and 
seemingly innocent ways. After there is a clear understanding of the rule, we ask that each 
member take a personal responsibility for his or her own confi dentiality. Remind the group 
that confi dentiality is diffi cult to police and enforce, so they must respect the privacy of their 
fellow members. 

 The counselor/group leader should make members aware that he or she can be personally 
responsible only for his or her own confi dentiality and can never guarantee confi dentiality 
from each of the members. Leaders need to make each member personally aware of the 
consequences of intentionally violating the rule of confi dentiality. 

 Although members may want to share their personal journey in the group, we also 
caution about that. Although it is ethically appropriate for a member to talk about his or 
her personal insights into self and his or her own growth experiences, we have found it 
useful to coach group members to talk about what they have learned in the group rather 
than how they learned it. Linde et al. (2011) noted the need to explore the issue of con-
fi dentiality with the group and that members will agree with the importance of keeping 
group material confi dential. This helps protect the integrity of other group members and 
the group process. 
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 Dual Relationships 

 According to the ASGW ethical guidelines (1989), group leaders are to “avoid dual relation-
ships with group members that might impair their objectivity and professional judgment, 
as well as those which are likely to compromise a group member’s ability to participate 
fully in the group.” Within the guidelines, counselors are given specifi c examples of possible 
detrimental dual relationships: 

 • combining the teacher and counselor or supervisor and counselor roles; 
 • bartering counseling for goods or services; 
 • socializing outside of counseling sessions; 
 • becoming sexually involved with a client or former client. 

 In all dual relationships, the counselor must weigh the potential risk to the client. The key 
factor in determining the effect of a dual relationship lies with use of the power differential 
that exists within the counseling relationship. Counselors must guard against using the power 
of the relationship in an exploitative manner to fulfi ll their own needs. When in doubt, Haas 
and Malouf (2005) described some early warning signs that a counselor may be misusing the 
power of the relationship: 

 • inordinate levels of self-disclosure by the counselor; 
 • eager anticipation of the group’s session; 
 • desire by the counselor to extend the span of the group or of a particular member’s stay 

in the group despite a completion of goals; 
 • desire or behaviors by the counselor to please, impress, or punish the group or any par-

ticular member. 

 Counselor educators face the dual-relationship issue when attempting to train beginning group 
leaders. Participating in an experiential counseling group is an effective and often-used strategy 
in the training of group counselors. However, an ethical dilemma arises when a student is 
required to participate in a group and share personal issues in a group in which the leader is also 
a professor who will assign the fi nal grade for the course. According to the ASGW (1989), if a 
student is required to participate as a group member, the amount or quality of the participation 
cannot be graded. Steps that can ensure ethical group training include using advanced students, 
under faculty supervision, as group leaders or using externally led and supervised groups. 

 Due to the diffi culties and confusion associated with the blurring of different roles, 
counselors are also encouraged to avoid providing counseling services to relatives or close 
acquaintances or bartering counseling for goods and services. Unequal expectations and the 
pressure of special attention create tension on the effectiveness of the leader and the group. 
The possible effects of disappointment, resentment, and the loss of the relationship can be 
avoided by both parties if the counselor makes a referral to another group. An explanation 
of the ethical standards and the possible harmful effects of the dual relationship can also be 
helpful to a relative who is seeking guidance. An explanation and providing services  pro bono  
or on a sliding scale can be advantageous to those clients who are seeking barter. 

 Sexual contact between counselor and client is unethical and, in many states, illegal. Rem-
ley and Herlihy (2015) outlined the devastating effects that sexual relations with a mental-
health professional could have on a client ranging from mistrust to suicide. Consequences 



50 ETHICS AND LEADERSHIP TRAINING

also exist for the counselor. Counselors who engage in sexual contact with their clients could 
face lawsuits, felony conviction, fi nes, and license revocation. 

 The unequal power distribution inherent in the counselor–client relationship demands 
that the counselor be aware of sexual issues as they surface during the group, both from the 
clients and from within the counselor. When faced with sexual feelings for a member of the 
group, ethical counselors will seek supervision and personal counseling. Pope et al. (1993) 
encouraged therapists to work through personal feelings of guilt and shame surrounding the 
attraction by dealing with the issue directly. If the issues cannot be resolved, the leader can 
arrange for another counselor to facilitate the group. When a group leader is the target of 
sexual feelings from a client, the feelings should be handled within the context of the group 
in an open, honest, and warm manner. The focus can be on how to achieve intimacy with 
appropriate persons outside of the group setting. 

 To prevent misunderstandings of expectations between client and counselor, leaders can 
make a statement concerning keeping the relationship between counselor and member on 
the professional level. Leaders can inform clients that a professional relationship exists in the 
confi nes of the group session and does not extend to social gatherings or functions. Leaders 
can safeguard themselves. 

 The ethical issue of dual relationships is also important within the intermember relationships. 
Members are discouraged from participating in a group with a professional or personal acquain-
tance unless the group is for that purpose. Clients who enter the group with preformed relation-
ships are more likely to hold on to those relationships and form subgroups, which can lead to 
group friction or a decrease in openness among the members. In addition to discouraging clients 
from beginning group with known associates, leaders should also attempt to prevent clients from 
initiating intimate contact among the members outside of group. Due to the intimate nature of 
personal growth and exploration within many groups, clients are likely to explore the dynamics 
of close relationships. The leader can point out from the beginning that the group’s function is 
to explore but not to create or provide intimate relationships within the group. 

 Overall, dual relationships are diffi cult to avoid, but the effects could be severe to both 
the counselor and the client. The gray area of the ethical code creates a dilemma for the 
counselor who must deal with the issue of dual relationships on a frequent basis. In general, 
avoid all dual relationships, making liberal use of the referral option. If one cannot be avoided, 
evaluate the possible effect the relationship may have on the client, consult regularly, and 
always seek supervision. 

 Clarifying Values and Ethics Via an Ethical Decision-Making Model 

 While it can feel overwhelming when considering all of the ethical issues that are swirl-
ing around practice settings at any given time, models exist to help the practitioner think 
through and process these issues. Many different models exist, but all are designed to provide 
and demonstrate a thoughtful and thorough approach to identifying and applying ethical 
standards (Kitchener, 1984; Pope & Vasquez, 2010; Rave & Larsen, 1995; Welfel, 2015). Rapin 
(2010, p. 78) outlined an ethical decision-making model that can be used to thoroughly 
think through and evaluate dilemmas and their appropriate courses of action: 

  1. Practice and monitor the elements of ethical behavior in group counseling in daily 
practice. 

  2. Identify whether the group situation involves an ethical dilemma. 
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  3. Clarify the facts and cultural contexts that might be in play in the group. 
  4. Identify individuals or groups who might have a stake in the decision or who might 

be affected by it. 
  5. Defi ne the key issues in the dilemma. 
  6. Identify how the principle ethics (benefi cence, etc.), ethical standards, or laws may 

apply. 
  7. Review relevant practice literature for potential options. 
  8. Generate potential response options and their intended and unintended consequences. 
  9. Consult with colleagues. Remember to protect confi dentiality! 
 10. Evaluate alternatives and choose the most ethical response. 
 11. Monitor and evaluate the chosen action. 
 12. Refl ect and document all actions within these steps. 

 EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP TRAINING 

 The Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW, 2008; see  Appendix A ) and the 
Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP, 
2016) provide specifi c guidelines for effective leadership training. Although the scope of the 
CACREP’s standards is broad and reaches into virtually every aspect of a counselor-training 
program, they do, in Section II relating to program objectives and curriculum, address in a 
general sense the components of a curriculum for group leader training. 

 CACREP’s Standards for Group Counseling and Group Work 

 1. theoretical foundations of group counseling and group work 
 2. dynamics associated with group process and development 
 3. therapeutic factors and how they contribute to group effectiveness 
 4. characteristics and functions of effective group leaders 
 5. approaches to group formation, including recruiting, screening, and selecting members 
 6. types of groups and other considerations that affect conducting groups in varied settings 
 7. ethical and culturally relevant strategies for designing and facilitating groups 
 8. direct experiences in which students participate as group members in a small group 

activity, approved by the program, for a minimum of 10 clock hours over the course of 
one academic term. 

 (CACREP, 2016) 

 Both ASGW and CACREP agree that students should engage in a comprehensive learning 
system that includes both didactic instruction and hands-on learning that gives students an 
opportunity to experience the role of a member and a facilitator. University programs have 
various creative ways of fulfi lling the spirit of these elements of training, and this section 
highlights some of these approaches. 

 Laboratory Group 

 Many programs manage the experience of being a group member by having the students 
participate in a “personal growth” group. In this model, a portion of the allotted class time is 
devoted to group counseling, labeled a  laboratory group.  Normal class size is 16 to 24 students 
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so that, when divided, there are two laboratory groups of 8 to 12 members each. Groups 
meeting weekly during the regular academic semester can easily meet the 10-hour CACREP 
standard for small-group participation. The laboratory groups are led by senior doctoral 
students or hired licensed practitioners. Having outside facilitators effectively avoids the dual-
relationship concerns that may occur when the group is led by the instructor. 

 The laboratory group component of the course is designed to be a nonevaluative compo-
nent of the course. Students are encouraged but not required to participate as fully as they 
can in helper and helpee roles and to test and explore their skills in a direct fashion. Grades 
are not assigned for laboratory-group participation. 

 Prescreening for group membership suitability is limited to acceptance into the mas-
ter’s degree program. Group counseling is a required course, and all candidates participate. 
Although most students are eager for the experience and graduates consistently rate the 
experience highly, there is often some anxiety about the experience in the early portion of 
the semester. 

 Group members are asked to keep detailed personal journals that focus upon their 
own in-depth self-exploration in addition to the process of the group itself. Riordan 
and White (1996) pointed out that logs can help integrate group experiences and were 
found helpful by a majority of group members studied. Particularly for some members, 
this assignment increases their personal awareness and facilitates the critical examination 
of the group process. 

 Other methods of obtaining the group-member experience exist, but this seems to be 
the most common practice. The next section describes four different approaches to the 
leadership-training component. 

 Observation Model 

 The observation model allows students to observe master group leaders facilitate a group. As 
the students watch, they take notes and can be directed by the instructor to notice specifi c 
process and leadership dynamics. Conyne et al. (1997) noted that the level of detail and 
analysis can be a real advantage to this approach, because students get to see good examples of 
the dynamics they have learned about in class. When the group has ended, the students and 
often the group leader can process the day’s issues. The observation model can be used with 
live groups, where the students watch behind one-way glass in a process-observer position 
outside the group (fi shbowl) or with videotaped sessions. 

 The observation model allows students to learn directly about group without being con-
fronted with the anxiety and responsibility of leading a group. This distance frees the student 
to focus on what is going on with the group without having to be worried if they are “doing 
the right thing.” The instructor can also immediately focus on different group elements 
depending on the need of the student. For example, if one student seems to be struggling 
with the issue of process versus content, the instructor can point out examples of this during 
the group or direct the student to specifi cally look for examples. At the same time, another 
student may need more attention to attending skills, and the instructor could make individu-
alized recommendations to him or her using the same group. The observation method, in 
this way, provides a very fl exible learning laboratory. 

 Programs that employ the observation model must consider several disadvantages. The 
most obvious challenge is trying to substitute observational learning for the potency of 
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participant learning. Without experiencing the real-time power of the group, something 
seems to be lost in the translation. Even though the observer may only be separated from 
the group by a small pane of glass, most people would agree that the feel of the fl ow is 
much different inside the room. Observational models may have implementation problems 
if the group leaders and group members are not readily available. Students may have to be 
very fl exible in order to observe the group off site. If a group is found, the facilities must be 
equipped with observation rooms. Unfortunately, many are not, which means the models 
must adapt by using the fi shbowl or taped approach. 

 Field-Based Model 

 Landreth and Berg (1979) noted that in order to deal more effectively with the anxiety most 
novice group leaders feel regarding the initiation of an actual group, a more direct expe-
riential approach can be helpful in addition to skill training. Dameron and Engels (1990) 
and their colleagues listed a direct, hands-on group leadership experience as a master’s-level 
counselor competency.  Appendix C  provides the specifi c guidelines related to group leader-
ship as given in the handbook edited by Dameron and Engels (1990). 

 This fi eld-based leadership experience is typically rated as one of the most potent learning 
activities available to the students. Though there is usually the anticipated anxiety of a fi rst 
group-leadership experience, follow-up feedback has been exceptionally positive. Although 
data have not been analyzed in a systematic way, written feedback is gathered anonymously 
at the conclusion of each course. Over the past 20 years, students have consistently rated 
the out-of-class group co-leadership experience as one of the top two learning experiences 
available to them through this course. 

 Students are asked to get to know their classmates early in the semester with the ultimate 
goal of selecting a person with whom they can work as a co-leader. Students who live 
in relatively the same geographical areas tend to choose each other initially simply out of 
convenience. To a large extent that seems to work, but the course instructor reserves veto 
power over co-leader matches in which personality types might confl ict or in some way be 
unsuitable. Self-selection works rather nicely, and the privilege of instructor veto power is 
seldom exercised. 

 When co-leader teams have been agreed upon, students are asked to go directly to the 
community to generate a group to work with for a minimum of six sessions. This requires 
the students to plan and organize their thinking and presentation to the people who are 
potential members. In some cases, they must also “sell themselves” to the administrator of the 
school or agency at which they hope to lead the group. 

 In a large metropolitan area, there are many potential placement sites for graduate students 
to do groups. Typically, schools (public and private), churches, social agencies, college dormi-
tories, nursing homes, and detention facilities provide intact populations from which to select 
group members. The instructor keeps a list of placement sites at which personnel have been 
cooperative and helpful in generating groups. 

 Although direct, on-site supervision is not provided by the university, student co-leaders are 
required to make audiotapes of each session. The students have the availability of the doctoral-level 
laboratory group leaders and the course instructor for help should they encounter diffi culty 
in their groups. The audiotapes are used by the co-leaders to go back over their sessions and do 
self-evaluations of their leadership interventions. 
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 The preceding group experience fulfi lls all of Stockton’s (1992) criteria for a competent 
leadership program in the following ways: 

 • Training students to identify selected interpersonal and intrapersonal events that defi ne 
group process at each stage of development is met through the didactic and experiential 
components. 

 • Providing students with an array of interventions and helping them understand the ratio-
nale for the interventions in terms of infl uencing group process and development are met 
through lecture/demonstration, feedback in supervision, and co-leadership modeling. 

 • Providing feedback and encouragement to students to help them risk intervening is 
facilitated through supervision and the processing of the lab and out-of-class group 
experiences. 

 The entire experience is time and energy demanding. Students fi nd themselves motivated to 
read and attend carefully to class activities related to organizing and initiating groups. The 
payoffs, however, are considerable. Student feedback has indicated that if they attend faith-
fully to administrative and organizational details, the vast majority of group co-leadership 
experiences are positive and growth producing. Also, once the initial anxiety of beginning a 
group has been overcome in a relatively safe environment, the chances are increased greatly 
that these counselors will continue to lead groups in their eventual professional settings. 

 At the conclusion of the co-leadership experience, each student is asked to submit a 
short, independently derived summary of the group experience. This summary includes 
group member appraisal, a session-by-session analysis of content and process, the conclusions 
they have drawn regarding organizational details, and the insights they have developed into 
themselves as group leaders. 

 Through a combination of in-class skill practice and then applying the skills to a real live 
group, leaders have an opportunity to practice a number of group-specifi c intervention skills, 
including the following: 

 • providing to potential consumers a clear and understandable defi nition of group coun-
seling and a general description of methods, procedures, and expectations; 

 • screening for readiness of prospective group members; 
 • developing an effective working relationship with a co-leader; 
 • operationalizing procedures for closing individual sessions and terminating a fi xed-

duration counseling group. 

 Regarding group process, the novice leader will have the opportunity to: 

 • facilitate therapeutic conditions within the group; 
 • deal with various member roles and possibly disruptive members; 
 • intervene at crucial moments in the process of the group; 
 • intervene with group members’ self-defeating behaviors; 
 • interpret nonverbal behaviors within the group; and 
 • practice appropriate linking, pacing, and interpreting skills during the group process. 

 Although the advantages of this approach seem clear, there are a few caveats. First, because the 
students are working with real clients, the need for malpractice insurance is an issue. Students 
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should be well trained in ethics, specifi cally with regard to confi dentiality and informed 
consent. Professionally crafted professional disclosure statements outlining the purpose of the 
group and the student status of the group leaders should be given to every potential member 
of the group. Finding groups could also pose a problem in some communities, and the ethical 
standards related to competency might also need to be addressed. Most of the concerns can 
be mediated by good communication between the instructor and the community resources 
and by ongoing supervision and consultation among students and the instructor. 

 Simulated Group Counseling Model 

 The simulated group counseling (SGC) model is designed to combine the elements of group 
member experience and leadership training into one experience. In SGC, the students form 
one group and rotate playing the roles of member, leader, and observer (Bruce-Sanford, 
1998; Romano, 1998). Each student participates in the roles for two sessions. While playing 
members, students are encouraged to develop issues different from their own personal issues. 
Although there seems to be the possibility of confusion due to all of the switching and transi-
tions, Romano (1998) reported that the fl ow and developmental sequences are very similar 
to those of actual groups. 

 SGC seems to be much easier to implement than the other models. The class is available 
as a group, so the logistical issues are minimal. The format of the model meets the standards 
in that it supplies students with experiences of the member and the leader. The instructor 
can serve as a constant process observer to help facilitate leadership learning and group 
process insight. 

 In addition to the possible issue of role confusion, the biggest concern is with problematic 
dual relationships that may develop as students move through the member role. Although 
students are instructed to use personas that differ from their own, leakage may occur. Instruc-
tors who use this model must consider the following questions: “How will I know when 
students are playing a role or playing self ? Do students know how to detect and manage role 
slippage? What mechanisms are in place if slippage occurs?” (Fall & Levitov, 2002, p. 127). 
Ethical instructors keep in mind these questions and remember that the purpose of the 
experience is training and not personal counseling. 

 Group Actor Model 

 The group actor model is also a hybrid, combining elements of the three previously discussed 
models. Students form co-leader pairs and are responsible for co-leading one group ses-
sion. While the co-leader pair is facilitating the group, the other students observe the group 
(observational model). In this model, the students learn from direct and observational learn-
ing. Each session may be videotaped for later review in or out of class. 

 The success of the approach is largely determined by the quality of the actors. Potential 
actors can be recruited from university drama departments or even psychology departments. 
The instructor meets with each potential actor, discusses elements of informed consent, and 
helps the actor create a persona appropriate for the group. Levitov et al. (1999, p. 254) created 
the following criteria for actor selection: 

 • at least one year of on-campus acting experience; 
 • prior success with psychologically complicated roles; 
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 • experience with improvisation; 
 • enthusiasm and interest in the work. 

 Once the group of actors is chosen, the group meets. Although each co-leader pair changes 
each week, the group members and the co-leaders are to act as if it is an ongoing group. To 
help with this challenge, the instructor consults with the actors before and after each session 
to help them get into character and recall elements of the previous session. These consulta-
tions also allow the instructor to emphasize various group dynamics, if needed. For example, 
if the instructor would like to focus on group confl ict, he or she might ask the group actors 
to consider intermember frustrations or hostility. Once every student has had the opportu-
nity to co-lead, the actors meet with the students and process to experience through direct 
feedback. 

 The actor model provides the advantage of giving the students direct group-leadership 
experience with the decreased risk associated with novice counselors treating real clients. It 
provides a realistic yet safe group experience that also avoids the possible role slippage that 
could occur when students role-play clients (Fall & Levitov, 2002). 

 The primary disadvantage of this model is the necessity of fi nding good actors. This 
model is more time intensive for the instructor, who must recruit, orient, and direct the actors 
through the experience. Advocates of this approach maintain that the extra time is well 
worth the amount of learning that can be attained through this approach. 

 SUMMARY 

 Ethics are a set of professional values that help form the identity and structure of the group 
work profession and practice. Gaining knowledge and comfort in the application of the ethi-
cal standards provides an excellent foundation on which to build group worker competency. 
As the practice of group work requires specifi c knowledge and skills, training is also a vital 
aspect of professional development. Training group counselors should include supervised 
practica, skill acquisition, and an experiential component. The experiential component in 
the training of group counselors can add measurably to laboratory-directed skills. With a 
minimum of organization, instructors can create a program design in which students can 
have both a membership and co-leadership experience within a traditional group counsel-
ing course. These experiences, although demanding time and energy of the students, have 
consistently been evaluated as benefi cial and constructive. 
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 Practice, practice makes perfect. Perfect is a fault and fault lines change. 
 Michael Stipe 

 Learning how to be an effective group facilitator can seem like a daunting task for many 
graduate students who have spent most of their time learning about individual dynamics. 
Group work can seem very complex in comparison to other modalities, but in many ways, it 
is similar once you become aware of and open to the unique elements of group leadership. 
In this chapter, we provide an introduction to the basis of group leadership by exploring 
common leadership styles, skills, and functions of the group leader. We end the chapter by 
outlining the curative factors of group, as fi rst researched by Yalom (2005). 

 GROUP LEADERSHIP STYLES 

 Although the development of group theory and leadership intervention styles has been 
refi ned and differentiated greatly over the past 35 years, the early and classical leadership 
studies conducted by Lewin et al. (1939) and White and Lippitt (1968) provide a generic 
framework from which to evaluate group leadership. Essentially, they were looking at 
the dimension of group member participation in decision making. They identifi ed three 
types of leadership for their studies: (1) authoritarian, (2) democratic, and (3) laissez-faire. 
Each will be presented and defi ned, followed by a description of how they operate in a 
group setting. 

 The Authoritarian Leader 

 This type of leadership style is autocratic and places a great deal of emphasis on leader power 
and authority. The leader often behaves in a highly directive manner and favors task comple-
tion over process issues. Although the group leader may initially consult with the group on 
mutual goals, the leader often determines and assesses the best way to achieve those goals. 
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Authoritarian leader characteristics are most effective with psychoeducational groups and 
task groups and at the beginning and ending stages of a group. 

 The Democratic Leader 

 This type of leader, as the term refl ects, is egalitarian in orientation. Group climate and cohe-
siveness are stressed, and participation by all group members in establishing goals and direc-
tions is encouraged. Valuing process over content, the democratic leader welcomes process 
input from the group and serves as more of a knowledgeable resource person. Counseling, 
psychotherapy, and psychoeducational groups work well with this type of leadership style. 
This style is also most appropriate during the Commitment developmental stage. 

 The Laissez-Faire Leader 

 This type of leader takes a very passive role in the group. The group itself becomes respon-
sible for its own direction and purpose. The leader serves as a technical consultant who will 
offer process interpretations and assistance if requested. These leadership characteristics are 
useful in support groups and in later stages of the group process when group members take 
on more responsibility for the work. 

 IMPACT OF LEADERSHIPS STYLES ON THE GROUP 

 Lewin et al. (1939) and White and Lippitt (1968) found that interesting differences emerged, 
particularly as related to group member satisfaction, aggressiveness, and group-task effi ciency. 
Authoritarian and democratic groups were noted as tending to stay with their tasks about 
equally, whereas laissez-faire–led groups were generally less conscientious. When the leaders 
absented themselves from the groups, authoritarian groups wandered from the task, demo-
cratic groups continued at about the same pace, and the laissez-faire groups tended to  increase  
their work. 

 As might be expected, authoritarian groups fostered more dependency upon their leader, 
were more discontented and openly critical, and made more aggressive demands. Friendli-
ness and cooperation were characteristic of the democratic groups, and, in general, group 
members expressed a preference for democratic leaders above the other two styles. 

 A close relationship exists between leadership style and group effi ciency and satisfac-
tion. Group members seem to want and expect an identifi able leader who fulfi lls certain 
developmental group needs. Fall (1997) explored the role of the leader in the facilitation of 
psychological safety and found that, across the life span of a group, the members attributed 
the facilitation of psychological safety to the leader more often than to self or others. This 
seems to indicate that although a democratically oriented group with shared responsibility is 
most desired and effective, the leader should be identifi able as opposed to being an “equal” 
member of the group. 

 Each group leader must explore and defi ne what is the most effective and congruent style 
for him or her. The process of determining a “proper fi t” in terms of leadership style is one 
that requires experience and practice. We recommend that the leader in training experiment 
with several different approaches while under supervision. The most effective and satisfi ed 
leaders are those who fi nd a relatively comfortable style that blends their own personality 
with a solid base of theory. 
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 Techniques and strategies in the group are frequently associated with specifi c theoretical 
approaches. Gestalt, existential, and narrative approaches all utilize techniques that are unique 
to that particular theory. Group functions, on the other hand, particularly in process-oriented 
groups, are more broadly based and comprise issues with which all group leaders need to be con-
cerned. Group climate, cohesion, levels of trust, and interaction patterns fall into this category. 

 Finally, the accomplished group leader will engage in an ongoing assessment of his or her 
own relationships with individual group members and the group as an entity. The concept 
that leader relationships are a critical dimension in an effective group leads to the following 
discussion of group leader functions and, later, interpersonal skills. 

 GROUP LEADER FUNCTIONS 

 While there are many models of group leader functions, the relatively empirical functions 
researched by Lieberman et al. (1973) are perhaps the most known and accepted. This for-
mulation identifi ed four distinct functions of a group facilitator, described in detail as follows: 
emotional stimulation, caring, meaning attribution, and executive function. 

  Emotional Stimulation : The function of emotional stimulation centers around the assump-
tion that emotional expression is healthy and productive, and the role of the leader is to 
facilitate the free expression of affect among the members of the group. While some authors 
focus more on the empathy-based skills associated with emotional stimulation that come 
through refl ection and modeling (Bauman, 2010; Luke, 2014), Conyne (2014) emphasizes a 
feistier element, where the facilitator, “confronts, exhorts, and can be intrusive. The intent 
is to stimulate, instigate, to stir up, to activate processes and people” (p. 184). Together, the 
elements form a holistic view of emotional stimulation, whereby the group leader uses a wide 
variety of strategies to engage the affective domain of the group. 

  Caring : Within the caring function, group leaders are encouraging, warm, genuine, and 
seen as kind by the members of the group. Research supports the importance of these char-
acteristics in the forming of a therapeutic alliance and a host of positive treatment outcomes 
(Burlingame et al., 2008; Burlingame et al., 2004; Johnson et al., 2005). Most of the basic 
attending skills learned in foundational counseling courses would work within this function, 
while the group-specifi c skill of feedback would also be important. 

  Meaning attribution : Leaders are often called to make sense of what is happening in the 
group. While group members can easily attend to what is being said (content), they have to 
be taught to pay attention to the underlying dynamics and themes that are operating in the 
group (process). Good group leaders take time in group to teach the members about what 
is happening at the process level. Through this awareness, the group members will gain a 
deeper understanding of the power of group and will be able to tap into those resources that 
were previously unknown. 

  Executive function : Much of the perceived complexity of group work lies with the fact that 
there are so many clients in the room! Juggling the information, connections, and dynamics 
can feel like the work of an air traffi c controller. The executive function refl ects this aspect 
of group work, where the facilitator creates and operates a fl ow to the group that operates 
at the structural and dynamic level. Group leaders who are skilled at this function know 
when to utilize the characteristics of the group leader styles (authoritarian, democratic, and 
laissez-faire) at appropriate times within the group. They make informed decisions about 
overt norms (session length, payment, attendance, etc.) and covert norms (processing, respect, 
confl ict management) and seek group member input where appropriate. 
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 Lieberman and Golant (2002) added one additional function: 

  Use of self : This function honors the presence of the leader as person within the group 
matrix, whose input is important. Group members tend to be curious about the group 
leader’s perspective, so judicious use of self-disclosure can be an example of this function. 
When using self-disclosure, it is important to note that the content should be centered 
around here and now refl ections and not on content level connections. For example, “My 
father also passed away from cancer and I was very sad about it, but time seemed to ease 
the pain.” is not as appropriate as, “I am feeling very encouraged by what is going on in 
the group today. I am struck by the level of sharing and the feedback given. I think we 
are doing great work.” Notice how the fi rst statement focuses on external material, while 
the second refl ection is about the group process, while still capturing the internal process 
of the facilitator. 

 Having an understanding of styles and functions of a leader is an important part of assessing 
whether or not a leader is fulfi lling the unique aspects of group facilitation. In the next sec-
tion, we will add the layer of skills, sometimes referred to as techniques. These skills can be 
used with the various styles and functions to create a therapeutic climate in the group and 
help foster change. 

 GROUP LEADERSHIP SKILLS 

 While there are many different techniques that can be useful in group work, interpersonal 
skills seem best suited for this modality. Interpersonal skills are constellations of behaviors 
that defi ne and may circumscribe the quality of person-to-person relationships. It is the con-
cept of looking carefully at how people behave with one another qualitatively. Most often, 
interpersonal skills are defi ned as communication skills, and most systematic study has been 
devoted to verbal and nonverbal communication transactions. The study and quantifi cation 
of interpersonal skills have been impacted most directly by psychotherapy and communica-
tion theory. 

 The concept of interpersonal skills development and subsequent training implies that 
these skills are acquired rather than latent. Because of this focus on learning, consequently, 
the impact of culture, environment, social expectations, and societal and personal values are 
of interest to therapists and communication theorists. 

 Charles B. Truax and Robert R. Carkhuff (1967, p. xiv) focused intensive research efforts 
toward identifying new knowledge of the ingredients of effective counseling and psycho-
therapy that result in client benefi t. The primary methodological breakthrough from their 
impressive volume of research was the development of a reliable series of scales for the 
measurement of the identifi ed interpersonal conditions of accurate empathy, nonpossessive 
warmth, and the therapist’s self-congruence. 

 Building upon the work of Rogers and Truax, Robert R. Carkhuff (1983a) refi ned the 
interpersonal rating scales and expanded the list of interpersonal communication dimen-
sions. Carkhuff and his associates developed an interpersonal helping model primarily for 
use in therapeutic settings but theoretically applicable to all human interactions. Their 
model, which is essentially training and learning oriented, focuses initially on the skill 
of discrimination or the ability of the person to fully understand the message sent in 
both content and process. The ability to receive a message accurately depends upon the 



LEADERSHIP STYLES, SKILLS, AND FUNCTIONS 63

receiver’s level of attention. They have demonstrated techniques to improve a person’s 
attending skills. 

 How a person responds to a message is critical to the continuance of constructive com-
munication and lays the foundation for initiative action. Six interpersonal conditions impact 
the effectiveness of communication: three facilitative and three action conditions. 

 Facilitative Conditions 

 When these conditions are offered in communication at observably high levels, they tend to 
facilitate one’s effort to explore and understand oneself. 

  •   Empathy . This is the ability to merge temporarily with another person and see the 
world through that person’s eyes. It is the ability to understand the experiences and 
feelings of the other person. 

  •   Respect . This is the ability to communicate caring for and belief in the potential of 
another person. 

  •   Concreteness . This is the ability to assist another person to be specifi c about the feelings 
and experiences that person is talking about. 

 Action Conditions 

 When these conditions are offered in communication at observably high levels, they tend to 
lead one to initiate and take action upon one’s own ideas. 

  •   Genuineness . This is the ability to be one’s real self in a relationship with another person. 
  •   Confrontation . This is the ability to tell the other person just the way it is and to point 

out discrepancies between words and actions and perceived realities. 
  •   Immediacy . This is the ability to understand the feelings and experiences that are going 

on between oneself and another person in a here-and-now context. 

 We begin our exploration of interpersonal skills with a schematic presentation of the 
overall model as presented in  Table 5.1 . As suggested in  Table 5.1 , when we begin to 
examine carefully the kinds of things that happen between two people in an interpersonal 
relationship, we need to focus upon  discrimination  (the ability to listen and understand) and 
 communication  (the ability to respond accurately to what we have heard). In addition, the 
model includes six dimensions that occur to some extent (or at some level) in all human 
transactions. These dimensions are  empathy ,  respect ,  concreteness ,  genuineness ,  confrontation , 
and  immediacy.  

 Carkhuff and Berenson (1977) have researched each of the dimensions and found that 
persons (therapists, counselors, teachers, parents, students, and lay helpers) who offer high 
levels of the interpersonal conditions tend to create an atmosphere or climate for growth. 
Conversely, persons who offer low levels of these same conditions tend to retard or inhibit 
an individual’s growth. This process has been demonstrated in the physical, intellectual, and 
emotional areas, but here we will primarily be concerned with the quality of verbal responses 
that the group leader is offering members. 

 Let’s look at what we mean when we say  high  or  low  levels. In determining whether a 
response is high or low, we use a fi ve-point scale on which each of the responses can be scaled 
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by trained raters for content and feeling. The scale to evaluate overall helping effectiveness is 
provided in  Table 5.2 .   

 Responses that fall below level 3.0 on the scale are judged to be subtractive, deteriora-
tive, or destructive to the person who is seeking help. Responses that are at the 3.0 level 
are called  interchangeable responses  in that they (the stimulus statement from the helpee 
and the response from the helper) can be laid side by side and could have been said by 
either the helper or the helpee. The helper at level 3.0 attempts to simply restate or refl ect 
back to the helpee as accurately as possible his or her  expressed  feeling and meaning. The 
higher levels (3.0 and above) are termed  additive empathic responses —when the helper 
goes beyond what the helpee has expressed in an attempt to add to the exploration and 
self-understanding. 

 The area of additive empathic responses between levels 3 and 4 on the scale is where the 
majority of good helping occurs. This is the area in which the skillful helper will spend 
most time and energy facilitating the deeper self-exploration of the helpee. It involves going 
beyond what the helpee has presented. To be additively empathic, the helper assists the indi-
vidual in taking personal responsibility for his or her part in the problem. In effect, this means 
that the helpee cannot put the meaning off onto someone or something else. It involves 
ownership or internalization of his or her position in the problem. 

   Table 5.1   Schematic Model for Interpersonal Skills 

Discrimination and communication of the facilitative/responsive and action-
oriented/initiative dimensions

1. Empathy (understanding someone)
2. Respect/warmth (caring for someone)
3. Concreteness (being specifi c)
4. Genuineness (being honest and open)
5. Confrontation (pointing out discrepancies or “telling it like it is”)
6. Immediacy (being in the here and now)
7. Preferred mode of treatment or effective course of action (self-understanding)

  Table 5.2  Scale to Evaluate Overall Helping Effectiveness 

Helpfulness Scale Level of communication

Additive responses 5.0 All conditions are communicated fully, simultaneously, 
and continually.

Area of additive empathy 4.0 Some conditions are communicated at a minimally 
facilitative level and some fully.

Interchangeable 3.0 All conditions are communicated at a minimally 
facilitative level.

Subtractive responses 2.0 Some conditions are communicated, and some are not.

1.0 None of the conditions are communicated to any 
noticeable degree.
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 No value occurs in problem solving until the focus person internalizes and “owns” respon-
sibility for self. This frequently involves letting go of some of the more primary ego-defense 
mechanisms such as denial, blame, projection, and rationalization. 

 Subtractive responses on the fi ve-point scale are “for worse,” and according to Carkhuff 
and Berenson (1977), the overall average for various samples of the population is below 
3.0, or the minimally facilitative level (that is, lay helpers scored 1.49, the general public 
scored 1.58, graduate students in psychology scored 2.35, classroom teachers scored 2.10, 
high school counselors scored 1.89, and experienced therapists scored 2.13; Carkhuff & 
Berenson, 1977, p. 31), we can see that we are paying a heavy price in our interpersonal 
relationships. 

 Examples of the Facilitative/Responsive Dimension in Practice 

 The facilitative or responsive dimension includes the conditions of empathy, respect, concrete-
ness, and, to a somewhat lesser extent, genuineness. These “core” conditions, when offered at 
high levels, tend to meet the group members’ initial need for nurturance or unconditionality 
and aid in the process of trust building and self-exploration. 

 The responsive dimensions, as the term implies, tend to take persons where they are and 
communicate to them that we understand their frame of reference or “where they are com-
ing from.” Let us look at each of the responsive conditions briefl y. 

 Empathy 

 The communication of empathy involves the helper communicating back to the helpee that 
he or she knows and understands both the  feeling  and  meaning  of the helpee’s expression and 
experience. 

 By focusing intently upon the content that the helpee is presenting and the manner in 
which the content is communicated, we can begin to respond to both parts of the message. 
At level 3, or the interchangeable level, we will want to communicate back to the helpee 
that we understand the expressed feelings and meaning. In a sense, we are asking the helper 
to  refl ect  back to the helpee, as accurately as possible, what the helpee is meaning and feeling. 
At higher (or additive) levels, the helper will go beyond the helpee’s expression and add 
noticeably in communicating understanding in a way that the helpee is not able to do for 
him- or herself. 

 Here are some further guidelines for judging empathic accuracy. At the responsive level 3, 
or the interchangeable level, the helper refl ects 

 • the helpee’s verbally expressed feeling; 
 • the helpee’s obvious feeling experience; and 
 • an understanding of the environmental stimulus or content. 

 Additive levels of empathy draw upon the helper’s ability to integrate this information and 
experience and guide the helpee in 

 • identifi cation of the helpee’s behavior pattern; 
 • the helpee’s feelings about self as a result of interaction with the environment; 
 • the helpee’s expectations of self; 
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 • the helpee’s basic beliefs about self; and 
 • incorporating the new feelings or reactions to new meanings. 

  Helpee stimulus : “It’s gotten so that I get nervous whenever we get an invitation to a party. 
I start to worry and fret a whole week in advance.” 

  Interchangeable response : “Just the anticipation of going to a party makes you feel anxious 
and tense.” 

  Additive response : “The anticipation of a party really makes you uptight and sort of scared. 
Like you won’t be able to handle it all, and that leaves you feeling confused and 
frustrated.” 

 Respect 

 The communication of respect involves the helper communicating back to the helpee a con-
cern and regard for the helpee—his or her feelings, potentials, and experiences. The helper 
communicates respect at level 3 by indicating a positive regard and caring for the helpee’s 
feelings, experiences, and potential to grow. The helper communicates an appreciation of the 
helpee’s ability to express self and deal constructively with life experiences. At higher levels, 
the helper’s responses enable the helpee to feel free to be him- or herself and to experience 
being valued as an individual. 

 Respect communicates that the helper cares and values the helpee’s ability to work through 
problems in a constructive way. At the highest levels of respect, the helper will initiate com-
munication that causes the helpee to realize his or her full potential for growth. 

  Helpee stimulus : “It makes me so darn mad. I know I’m a better basketball player than most of 
the guys on the team, and every Friday night I buy a ticket to get in to watch them play.” 

  Interchangeable response : “You get pretty angry when you feel that you could be playing and 
contributing instead of sitting in the bleachers.” 

  Additive response : “You’re pretty angry at yourself for sitting around and letting a good 
opportunity pass you. You’ve got a lot more than you’re using right now, and you want 
to fi nd a way to test that ability.” 

 Concreteness 

 In communicating concreteness, the helper guides and directs discussion into personally 
relevant material in specifi c terms and concrete terms. At the minimally effective level, or 
level 3, the helper, at times, enables the helpee to discuss personally relevant material in spe-
cifi c terms. The helper may not always develop the area of inquiry fully. The communication 
of concreteness requires that the helper make a fi ne discrimination in terms of the helpee’s 
cognitive and affective readiness to discuss personally relevant material in increasingly specifi c 
and concrete terms. 

 These are the major responsive or facilitative dimensions and are usually communicated 
fi rst in helping relationships. They assist the helpee in self-exploration and understanding and 
in laying the groundwork for the helper to become increasingly initiative and conditional in 
the relationship as the helper–helpee team begins the upward-outward process of reintegra-
tion with the real world. 
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  Helpee stimulus : “I suppose I’m not so different—I guess most people get pretty uptight and 
nervous when there’s a lot of work to do.” 

  Interchangeable response : “You’re really hoping that your own uptightness won’t get out of 
hand—that most people feel about the same as you do.” 

  Additive response : “On the one hand, you still hope that your anxiety will just go away, 
and at the same time it’s pretty frightening to think that it might get out of control— 
overwhelm you.” 

 Examples of the Initiative/Action-Oriented 
Dimension in Practice 

 The initiative or action-oriented dimension includes the conditions of genuineness, con-
frontation, and immediacy. After the helpee has experienced the feeling of being understood 
and cared for and has demonstrated an increased self-awareness by becoming more and more 
interchangeable with the helper, he or she is ready to translate self-understanding into a 
concrete plan of action. 

 At this point, the implications for the helper are to become more “conditional” and, in 
a sense, more of a reciprocal person in the helping relationship. Let us look at the specifi c 
conditions that can be offered at higher levels during this later stage in helping. 

 Genuineness 

 The communication of genuineness consists of the helper expressing his or her honest feel-
ings to the helpee in a constructive manner. Perhaps a good way to illustrate what we mean 
by  genuineness  is to think about the opposite of being genuine—that is, being unreal or phony. 
Being honest and open with real feelings in helping requires a good discrimination of the 
helpee’s ability to handle your openness. An individual can be highly genuine and real with 
feelings and meanings, and yet the total impact of an interchange can be destructive to the 
helpee. The key to helpful genuineness is being appropriate and constructive with feelings. 
At the lowest levels of genuineness, the helper often responds defensively or in a “profes-
sional” manner or role. The helper offering low levels of genuineness may sound rehearsed 
or preplanned. 

 At level 3, or the minimally facilitative level, the helper provides no “negative” cues or, 
for that matter, “positive” cues to indicate a truly honest response. In other words, the helper 
indicates attentive listening, but responses do not refl ect that he or she is either  insincere  or, on 
the other hand,  deeply involved.  

 At higher levels of genuineness, the helper indicates honest responses (either positive or 
negative) in a nondestructive way. The helper is being honest, spontaneous, and constructive. 

  Helpee stimulus : “It’s almost surprising to me. I know it’s what I’ve been working toward, 
but I can really care for someone, and someone cares for me.” 

  Interchangeable response : “You weren’t really sure it could happen to you. That you could 
care for me and allow me to care for you.” 

  Additive response : “It’s really an amazing and awesome feeling to know that I care for you 
deeply and for you to care for me. It really makes me feel good to know that you under-
stand and accept my caring.” 
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 Confrontation 

 Confrontation involves the helper focusing upon helpee discrepancies. Types of confronta-
tion include the following: 

 • real versus ideal self; 
 • insight versus action; and 
 • helper versus helpee experience. 

 Modes of confrontation include the following: 

 • experiential; 
 • didactic; 
 • confrontation to strength; 
 • confrontation to weakness; and 
 • encouragement to act. 

 Unfortunately, many people, group leaders and members alike, have a negative emotional 
response to the word  confrontation.  Too frequently, it is equated with anger and confl ict. As 
can be seen by the defi nition here, confrontation involves focusing upon  discrepancies  in ideas 
and behavior and is not necessarily accompanied by any particular affect. As we inspect the 
defi nition, we see that there are three major types of confrontation and fi ve major modes or 
methods. 

 At the minimally facilitative level, the verbal and behavioral expressions of the helper, 
although open to helpee discrepancies, do not relate directly or specifi cally to these discrep-
ancies. For instance, the helper may simply raise questions without pointing to the diverging 
directions of the possible answers. 

 At higher levels, the helper attends directly and specifi cally to helpee discrepant behavior 
and confronts the helpee directly and explicitly in a sensitive and perceptive manner when-
ever discrepancies occur. 

  Helpee stimulus : “I’ve been on diets a hundred times. Tried about everything. I can lose 
weight, but then I gain it back. I don’t seem to have the willpower to stick to anything.” 

  Interchangeable response : “You’ve proven you can take the weight off—it’s keeping it off 
that bothers you. This pattern raises some questions about your ability to stick with a 
program.” 

  Additive response : “This ‘on-again, off-again’ pattern raises some real questions about 
yourself. It’s a question of whether you can work only for short periods of time—or 
whether you can persist and endure. Whether you can make a commitment to real and 
lasting change.” 

 Immediacy 

 The communication of immediacy involves the helper focusing upon the “here-and-now” 
ongoing relationship between the helper and helpee. At the lowest levels of immediacy, the 
helper’s responses disregard helpee expressions that have the potential for relating to the 
helper. The helper may disregard, remain silent, or just not relate the content to self. 
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 At the interchangeable level, the helper remains open and alert to interpretations of imme-
diacy but does not relate what the helpee is saying to the immediate moment. The helper 
may make literal responses or refl ections that are open-minded but that refer to no one 
specifi cally. 

 At additive levels, the helper relates the helpee’s responses to self either in a tentative man-
ner or, at the highest levels, in a direct and explicit way. 

  Helpee stimulus : “I don’t know, I’ve seen two other counselors, and it didn’t seem like it 
helped much. Maybe I’ll just have to learn to live with this. Nobody seems to have the 
answers.” 

  Interchangeable response : “It’s pretty discouraging to you. You’ve tried before, you’re trying 
again, but you’re just not sure that anyone can help you.” 

  Additive response : “You’re pretty discouraged at this point, partly with yourself and partly 
with me. You were hoping that I would be different than the others, but right now 
you’re just not sure.” 

 THE THERAPEUTIC FACTORS 

 Much could be said about the role of therapeutic factors in group work. We decided to 
put them here, at the end of the fi rst leadership chapter, because we see them as the natural 
next step of integration with leadership styles, functions, and skills. While we agree with 
researchers who assert that the therapeutic factors have the most impact when constructed 
collaboratively with the group members, we also believe that the awareness and facilitation 
of these factors rests fi rst with the leader and, therefore, fall under the responsibility of leader 
(Conyne, 2014; Marmarosh et al., 2014; Marmarosh & Van Horn, 2011; McClendon & 
Burlingame, 2011). 

 Yalom (2005) addressed what he termed  therapeutic factors  that operate in every type of 
therapy group. These curative factors are divided into 11 primary categories. As group lead-
ers begin the group process, it is important to keep these dynamics in mind, as they will be 
forces that will create change within the group. Each factor is explained in what follows, and 
you are encouraged to think about each as you read about the stages of group work in the 
next chapter. 

  1.  Imparting of information . Included in this function is didactic instruction by the 
counselor, as well as advice, suggestions, or direct guidance about life problems or 
group process offered by either the counselor or other group members. While spe-
cifi c strategies for change might be most appropriate in psychoeducational groups, it 
may interfere with the here-and-now processing of counseling groups, where process 
observations might be more effective. Rutan et al. (2014) noted that information is 
most potent when given in small doses, to a receptive member or group, within a 
comfortable and safe group climate. 

  2.  Instillation of hope . Pre-group high expectations for success and hope and faith 
in the treatment mode have been demonstrated to be related to positive outcomes 
in groups. Group leaders can facilitate hope by noting progress toward group and 
individual goals and providing process observations that let the group know they are 
progressing along normal developmental lines. In addition to group variables, group 
leaders must also convey a sense of passion and hope about the group process. Group 
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leaders who are engaged and energized communicate an excitement about the work 
that is about to occur. As I (KAF) often tell my students, “If you can’t get excited 
about doing the group, I would rather you not do group at all.” 

  3.  Universality . The participation in a group experience often teaches people that they 
are not alone or isolated with the “uniqueness” of their problems, which are shared 
by others. This knowledge frequently produces a sense of relief. Group leaders can 
facilitate universality by linking group members based on content and themes that 
emerge during discussions. Attending to nonverbal forms of communication can be 
an excellent way to connect members even when member-to-member verbal interac-
tions are limited in the beginning stages of group. 

   4.   Altruism.  Group members help one another by offering support, suggestions, reas-
surance, and insights and by sharing similar problems with one another. It is often 
important to group members’ self-image that they begin to see themselves as capable 
of mutual help. This factor is interesting because, unlike in individual counseling, 
where all the focus is on the one client, in group there will be many times when the 
specifi c issue of any given member is not being directly addressed. Altruism provides 
a change mechanism in those moments. In a sense, the norm becomes, “I can change 
by focusing on and supporting others.” 

  5.  The corrective recapitulation of the primary family group . Groups resem-
ble families in several signifi cant ways. Many group members have had unsatisfac-
tory experiences in their original families; the group offers an opportunity to gain 
awareness and work through and restructure important family relationships in a more 
encouraging environment. 

  6.  Development of socializing techniques . Although methods may vary greatly 
with the type of group, from direct skill practice to incidental acquisition, social learn-
ing takes place in all groups. The development of basic social or interpersonal skills is 
a product of the group counseling process that is encouraged by member-to-member 
feedback. 

  7.  Imitative behavior . A group member often observes the work of another member 
with similar problems. Through “vicarious” therapy, the group member can incor-
porate or try out new behaviors suggested or modeled by the group leader or other 
members. 

  8.  Interpersonal learning . People are social animals living in communities. The 
group functions as a social microcosm, providing the necessary therapeutic factors 
to allow corrective emotional experiences. Group members, through validation and 
self- observation, become aware of their interpersonal behavior. The group, through 
feedback and encouragement, helps the member see maladaptive social/interpersonal 
behavior and provides the primary supportive environment for change. 

  9.  Group cohesiveness . Cohesiveness is defi ned as the attractiveness a group has for 
its members. More simply, it is we-ness, groupness, or togetherness. Cohesiveness in 
a group is analogous to the rapport or relationship between individual counselor and 
client. The acceptance and support demonstrated by the group, after a member has 
shared signifi cant emotional experiences, can be a potent healing force. 

   The interpersonal bonding or attraction that takes place in a healthy group is one 
of the few extensively researched process variables. Despite past research, cohesiveness 
remains a vague and complicated group factor to operationalize, and studies that have 
attempted to clarify the dynamic have met with little or confl icting success (Braaten, 
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1990; Budman et al., 1993; Dion, 2000). In 1989, Mudrack advised the group com-
munity to bury the term  cohesiveness  and to work on the forces that make up cohe-
sion. Despite the confusion, cohesion has enjoyed a resurgence in the professional 
literature, and the sense of “we-ness” has solidifi ed as a group dynamic that is directly 
related to positive outcomes (Burlingame et al., 2006; Burlingame et al., 2011; Joyce 
et al., 2007; Marmarosh & Van Horn, 2011; Waldo et al., 2011). 

   Although too high a level of cohesiveness or “togetherness” can sometimes lead to 
low levels of group production, research indicates that members of cohesive groups are 
 • more productive; 
 • more resistant to negative external infl uences; 
 • more open to infl uence by other group members; 
 • able to experience more security; 
 • more able to express negative feelings and follow group norms; 
 • more willing to attempt to infl uence others; 
 • able to continue memberships in group longer. 

 10.  Catharsis . The group provides members with a safe place to ventilate their feelings 
rather than holding them inside. The process encourages learning how to express feel-
ings toward the leader and other group members. It is important to note that there are 
two vital aspects of catharsis: ventilation of emotion and acceptance by the group. It is 
the leader’s role to facilitate the emotional release while also ensuring that the group 
creates a safe container for the processing of that emotion. 

 11.  Existential factors . The givens of existence (meaninglessness, death, freedom, and 
isolation) occur in all facets of life, so it makes sense that they would operate in group 
as well. Group leaders are aware of the anxiety that is produced when confronting 
any of the givens and work with each member within the group to explore how the 
anxiety is being used in healthy or unhealthy, paralyzing ways. 
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 Before I do anything I ask myself, “Would an idiot do that?” And if the answer is yes, 
I do not do that thing. 

 Dwight Schrute 

 The experience of facilitating a group is an integrative process of melding theory, counselor 
self-understanding, and practical experience. Such an integration can result in reduction 
of anxiety as counselors begin to trust the person they are in the process of coping with a 
group. Now that you have learned the structure of being a leader in  Chapter 5 , this chapter 
deals more with the person of the group leader. In this chapter, we will outline some key 
elements of the self of a group facilitator and end it with a unique inclusion: an interview 
with Carl Rogers, who discusses the intersection of his self with several issues related to group 
work. The internal anxiety will be examined in this chapter, while the structural resistance 
to facilitating groups will be discussed in  Chapter 10 . 

 GETTING IN THE LABORATORY: THE IMPORTANCE 
OF PRACTICE ON SELF-REFLECTION 

 If it is indeed true, as most writers in the fi eld of counseling propose, that the person of the 
counselor is a signifi cant variable in the counseling process (Cavanagh & Levitov, 2002; Fall 
et al., 2017; Kottler & Brew, 2003), then the prospective group counselor must be provided 
supervised experiences that allow the person of the counselor to be utilized as a therapeutic 
agent in the role of group facilitator. How else can the prospective group counselor experi-
ence fully the person he or she is as a group leader without being a group leader? Although 
we agree that a sequential, skill-acquisition approach as discussed by Ivey et al. (2007) is a 
necessary and valuable fi rst step, we question the effectiveness of programs that provide only 
didactic and laboratory-group membership experiences for the prospective group counselor. 

 High on the list of the unspoken fears of counselors is a lack of trust in the group and 
self-doubt regarding an ability to “handle” the group. Such reactions promote apprehension 
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and reluctance to start a group and conceivably could also be detrimental to the success of the 
group if the counselor allows such feelings and reactions to persist without being verbalized, 
explored, and integrated. The logical place to deal with such feelings is in a setting similar to 
that which precipitates the feelings—a position of leadership in a group. To do otherwise is 
to be inconsistent with a basic rationale for group counseling. 

 As early as 1961, supervised experience in group counseling was considered to be 
a minimal necessity for counselor preparation. Since that time, accreditation standards 
(CACREP), ASGW Best Practice Guidelines, and other authors have reinforced the 
importance of supervised group experience within training programs (Rubel & Okech, 
2006; Wilson et al., 2004). In keeping with long-standing recommendations in the fi eld, 
counselors in our group counselor training program are required to organize and facili-
tate an ongoing counseling group in a setting similar to that in which they anticipate 
working. In addition to the supervised leadership experience, counselors are asked to 
keep a diary of their reactions to the experience and to write a self-exploration paper. 
Our experience has been that the following diary excerpts resulting from initial group 
leadership experiences are typical of changes in attitudes, concepts, and perceptions of 
beginning group counselors. 

 Once the individual enters the group counseling setting, learning about self can truly 
begin in the same manner that inter- and intrapersonal learning occurs for group mem-
bers. In the interaction, observation, and refl ection of the group experience, group 
 counselors can gain a perspective of “self as facilitator” that adds to and often transcends 
that which was learned in the classroom. The following section explores some different 
types of learning about self and group that can transpire through participating in the 
group experience. 

 Learning About Self 

 The fi rst excerpt is an example of the group leader’s need to assume responsibility for the 
group members. 

 I learned several things about myself and the way I lead a group. I felt all along that I 
was trying too hard to  lead , or structure. This was especially true at the beginning of our 
fi rst two or three sessions, because they were sitting there without talking much. This is 
something I need to work on because sometimes I didn’t let the group go where it wanted 
to go. Another thing I tended to do was to respond too quickly myself, not giving the rest 
of the group an opportunity to act as helpers. 

 This feeling of pressure or anxiety is related to the counselor’s need to “make something 
happen.” Low-level structuring or ice-breaker activities are usually enough to help the group 
get going. After that, the counselor’s best investment of energy is to actively facilitate interac-
tion by encouraging, refl ecting, listening, clarifying, and linking. 

 The next group leader summed up perhaps the healthiest resolution to the problem of 
responsibility and control, because this person found a direct relationship between self-trust 
and the ability to trust the group to provide its own direction. 

 I have come a long way with my group, in learning to accept deep feelings in myself and 
others. More important, I feel that for the fi rst time I trust and accept myself. I have come 
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to feel very comfortable in the group without feeling the need for establishing myself as 
the authority. I have learned to trust the group. There were a few times when I found 
myself questioning more than I should. 

 The next excerpt is provided by a group leader who is learning to trust self without the 
roles and symbols of status. 

 I have learned that I must be myself in a group rather than concentrating on the role of 
group leader. When I started relaxing in my group, the members began to relax. I found 
myself to be much more facilitative when I quit worrying about what I was supposed to 
be doing as a group leader. When I relaxed my role, other members began to be more 
facilitative. 

 Learning About Group Process 

 The group leader in the next excerpt addressed the issue of group-member responsibility and 
how it was resolved. The importance of patience in group work is fully evident. 

 Overall my group was a good experience for me and, I think, for the group members. 
The thing that stands out most in my mind was my frustration because of what I thought 
was a lack of progress after the fi rst group session. I had certain expectations that were not 
being met, and I blamed myself for the lack of success. I offered a minimum of structure 
for my high-school seniors and after the fi rst two sessions of very superfi cial kinds of talk, 
I was seriously considering initiating some kind of direct and forceful approach. I was 
going to try to push them into something that I considered serious and worth exploring. 
However, I did not use any more structure in the third session and much to my relief we 
made real progress. We got to some personal feelings and the group began to jell. I am 
glad I didn’t push them as I was about to do. I have learned to have a little more faith in 
the group process. 

 The next excerpt is shared by a counselor who was in touch with the potential power of a 
group and the energy required to stay in tune with all of the things going on in a group. In 
the opening sentence are suggested at least some of the things that a group can be. 

 Working with a group is scary, fun, and challenging. I was surprisingly comfortable. It was 
tremendously frustrating a lot of the time because so much material was presented—far 
more than could be dealt with in the time allotted. It was a draining experience. I learned 
that I prefer some structure in early meetings, and in later sessions I feel more free to allow 
the group to branch out in any direction. The potential within the group for disclosure 
sometimes frightened me afterwards, but I was never totally at a loss as to how to respond 
as I had feared would be the case. 

 The next group leader tended to see the group leader’s function more as that of a 
member—albeit a member with good facilitative skills. This counselor was able to take 
a personal dynamic (shyness) and through sensitive projection make it work to the advan-
tage of some group members. In addition, this counselor recognized the signifi cance of 
group interactions. 
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 Felt relaxed, easy in the group—fi t in smoothly as a member—able to help establish 
climate of acceptance, comfort, safety—able to help those who were a little shy to begin 
to share themselves freely—felt good about that. I, too, am a little shy and quiet in new 
situations, and I really appreciate it when someone helps me to get into the swing of it. I’m 
learning more about tuning in on interactions not just individuals. 

 As these group leaders discovered, anxiety that results in trying too hard to make things 
happen, assuming too much responsibility for the group, and lacking faith and trust in the 
group inhibit the group process. Although frustrating to the beginning group counselor, 
these important lessons are possible only through experiencing and being personally open 
to learn about self in relationship to the group. Effective group facilitation is much more 
than knowing theories and techniques of group counseling. Counselors’ recognition and 
acceptance of their personal needs are crucial to the group process. The more fully group 
counselors can be themselves in the group, the more effective they will be in attempting to 
help members to be themselves, and this can be discovered best by “getting your feet wet” in 
that fi rst group counseling experience. 

 A WAY OF BEING: TAOISM AND GROUP PROCESS 

 When discussing the internal experience of the group leader, students often remark on the 
inherent complexity of group. There just seems to be so much going on at once; how do 
we keep up with it all? There is an old saying in group work, “Trust the process.” It seems 
simple enough, but what does that  really  mean? Group seems so complicated and hectic that 
it is often hard to trust the process. 

 For many years, I (KAF) have used the basic tenets of Taoist philosophy as a way to help 
add depth and clarity to the idea of trusting the process. It is antithetical to the premise of 
Taoism to think that this section in the book could “teach” you how to “correctly” apply 
the basics of Taoism to group. Taoism and its application are phenomenological explora-
tions. In class, my students read  The Tao of Pooh  by Hoff (1982) and process the reading as 
an instructor’s manual for group leadership. In the spirit of the exploration of process, a few 
passages are included here, and you are encouraged to personally explore how each refl ects 
your understanding of the process of group. 

 A clear sunny day can suddenly shift to thunder and lightning, a raging storm can sud-
denly give way to a bright moonlight night. The weather may be inconstant, but the sky 
remains the same. The substance of the human mind should also be like this. 

 (Daoren) 

 At birth a person is soft and yielding, and at death stiff and hard. Therefore, the hard and 
infl exible are friends to death. The soft and yielding are friends to life. An unbending tree 
breaks. The hard must humble itself or otherwise be humbled. The soft will ultimately 
ascend. 

 (Lao Tzu) 

 Whilst developing creativity, also cultivate receptivity. Retain the mind of the child, which 
fl ows like running water. When considering any thing, do not lose its opposite. 

 (Lao Tzu) 
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 Once you face and understand your limitations, you can work with them, instead of hav-
ing them work against you and get in your way, which is what they do when you ignore 
them, whether you realize it or not . . . your limitations can be your strengths. 

 (Hoff ) 

 The existence of the leader who is wise is barely known to those he leads. He acts without 
unnecessary speech, so that the people say, “It happened of our own accord.” 

 (Lao Tzu) 

 At the Gorge of Lu, a great waterfall plunges for thousands of feet, its spray visible for 
miles. In the churning waters below, no living creature can be seen. One day K’ung Fu-tse 
[Confucius] was standing a distance from the pool’s edge, when he saw an old man being 
tossed about in the turbulent water. He called to his disciples, and together they ran to 
rescue the victim. But by the time they reached the water, the old man had climbed out 
onto the bank and was walking along, singing to himself. K’ung Fu-tse hurried up to him. 
“You would have to be a ghost to survive that,” he said, “but you seem to be a man instead. 
What secret power do you have?” “Nothing special,” the old man replied. “I began to 
learn while very young, and grew up practicing it. Now I am certain of success. I go down 
with the water and come up with the water. I follow it and forget myself. I survive because 
I don’t struggle against the water’s superior power. That’s all.” 

 (Hoff, 1982, p. 68–69) 

 By this point in the chapter, hopefully you have had an opportunity to refl ect on some key 
elements of group leadership and self. The ethical code can provide a supportive and guiding 
values structure to your professional life, while dedicating time to practice group and use that 
experience to continuously learn about self and the group process all fold into the evolution 
of a group leader. To close the chapter, we provide a special invitation to read an interview 
between the authors and Carl Rogers as he refl ects on his approach to group. We include it 
in this chapter because we feel the personhood of Rogers shines through as he speaks about 
group work and provides a nice example and illumination of the content of this chapter. 

 ENCOUNTERING CARL ROGERS: HIS VIEWS ON FACILITATING GROUPS 

 The goal of person-centered counseling, developed by Carl Rogers, is for each person to 
become more congruent. As this chapter is about exploring the internal self of the emerging 
group leader, we thought it would be nice to hear Rogers’s own perspective on group. Rog-
ers’s views are presented as expressed in a telephone dialogue seminar with graduate students 
in the Department of Counselor Education at the University of North Texas. 

  QUESTION : Dr. Rogers, there are 20 counseling graduate students, sitting in a circle here this 
morning, and we are all eager to interact with you about your approach to facilitating 
groups. Because each person is involved in facilitating a group, a current topic is the 
facilitator’s own feelings. How do you keep in touch with your own feelings, Dr. Rogers, 
when you are facilitating a group? Also, how do you handle your feelings in the group? 

  CARL ROGERS:  I suppose I have the same kind of diffi culty that everyone does in really keep-
ing in complete touch with what is going on at the gut level in me. I think I have 
improved over the years, partly because that is something you can’t accomplish in yourself 
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overnight. Often with me, if I am not in touch with my feelings, I realize it afterward. I 
notice this particularly when I get angry, which always has been something of a problem 
for me. Sometimes after a group session, I begin to realize that I was very angry with a 
member, but I did not realize it at the time. Fortunately, in an encounter group, I usu-
ally have a chance to meet the person again and express that feeling. I am quite pleased 
whenever I can be aware of my anger right at the moment it occurs. Then, as to what I 
do about it, I have kind of a “rule of thumb” that helps me. In any signifi cant relation-
ship, whatever persisting feelings I have, I had better express to the person toward whom 
they are directed. 

 In some strictly casual relationships, such as those with clerks in a store, it doesn’t 
make much difference whether I express my feelings or not. In deep relationships, such 
as those often experienced in an encounter group, however, or in a persisting relation-
ship with a staff member, a colleague, or a member of the family, I have found that I had 
better express persisting feelings, whether negative or positive, because they will leak out 
around the edges anyway. The other person will be aware that I am feeling something 
I am not expressing and won’t be sure what because they are getting a rather confused 
message from me. So if it is anger, dislike, or whatever the persisting feeling might be, I 
think I had better express it. 

 One other thing that is important to me is that so often we pile up our feelings, and 
then they come out as judgments of the other person. If I let my anger pile up, then it 
might come out in calling the other person names or by making some judgment about 
the person, and that, I think, is not helpful. If I express it as my feelings, that gives the 
person a chance to respond, and we can enter into fruitful dialogue. 

 Confrontation 

  QUESTION : Do you consider what you have just described to be a form of confrontation? If 
not, do you consider confrontation to be appropriate once the initial basis of trust and 
respect is established within a counseling relationship? 

  CARL ROGERS:  Let me explain my situation. I have learned a great deal about myself and 
about how to counsel with people because I have become more heavily involved with 
groups, but I am not doing any individual counseling now because my schedule just 
doesn’t permit it. Part of what I will say is speculation. I am quite certain even before 
I stopped carrying individual counseling cases, I was doing more and more of what I 
would call confrontation. That is, confrontation of the other person with my feelings. I 
don’t know what your defi nition of confrontation is, but mine is to confront the other 
person with my feelings in relation to their behavior or some specifi c thing they did. 

 For example, I recall a client with whom I began to realize I felt bored every time he 
came in. I had a hard time staying awake during the hour, and that was not like me at all. 
Because it was a persisting feeling, I realized I would have to share it with him. I had to 
confront him with my feeling, and that really caused a confl ict in his role as a client. It 
was my problem, but I was bringing it up to him. So with a good deal of diffi culty and 
some embarrassment, I said to him, “I don’t understand it myself, but when you start 
talking on and on about your problems in what seems to me a fl at tone of voice, I fi nd 
myself getting very bored.” This was quite a jolt to him, and he looked very unhappy. 
Then he began to talk about the way he talked, and gradually he came to understand 
one of the reasons for the way he presented himself verbally. He said, “You know, I 
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think the reason I talk in such an uninteresting way is because I don’t think I have ever 
expected anyone to really hear me.” He then told me some of his background to explain 
this reaction. Now that was a very valuable confrontation. We got along much better 
after that because I could remind him that I heard the same fl atness in his voice I used to 
hear. Saying something like that would bring up some old issues again, he would become 
much more alive, and as a result I was not bored. 

 Co-Counselor Group Facilitation 

  QUESTION : How do you feel about using a co-counselor in a group, and do you feel it’s best if 
this person has differing views? What type of person do you feel most comfortable with 
in a group as a co-facilitator or co-counselor? 

  CARL ROGERS:  A number of years ago, I preferred not to have a co-leader in my group. 
I would rather form my own relationship with the group and handle it that way. 
Then I tried working with a co-leader; it was a very valuable experience for me and 
the group. For me, some difference in approach between the two co-leaders is very 
helpful. I wouldn’t want to see a carbon copy of me being my co-leader. I would like 
to work with a person of somewhat different approach. Then, on the other hand, I 
suspect there are leaders I could not work with because their approaches would be so 
diametrically opposed we would not be comfortable working with each other. What 
I say to anyone who is co-leading with me is “Let’s each of us work in the way that 
seems natural to us. If I don’t like what you are doing, I will say so, and if I do some-
thing you don’t like, you do the same.” I think it does an enormous amount of good 
for a group to fi nd the co-leaders are human and can differ openly and work out their 
differences right in front of the group. That helps the group members to do the same 
sort of thing. 

 When I think about the kind of person I like to work with, I think about Bob Tan-
nenbaum at UCLA. I have worked with him two or three times, and I like very much 
to work with him because he is better at stirring up people’s feelings than I am. I think 
I work very well with a group that is already having some feelings they would like to 
express. With an apathetic group that really has nothing to say, or express, Bob is very 
good at sort of provoking relationships. If I knew exactly what he did to stir things up, 
I would tell you. He is just a sparkling person. People react to him and begin to express 
feelings if he is in a group. That helps a group to move further and more deeply. He 
happens to be the kind of co-leader I like to work with, but for someone else it probably 
would be a different type of person. 

 I do think there are a number of advantages to working with a co-leader. For example, 
I think of one incident where I got very angry with one member of the group. Although 
I am sure there was some irrationality in my anger, the co-leader was very helpful in 
understanding my point of view and also the point of view of the group member. He 
handled us both as participants during that interchange, and I think that is one of the 
advantages of having a co-leader. We both received help in resolving the problem. 

 Nonverbal Group Exercises 

  QUESTION : In various kinds of groups, nonverbal communication exercises are used a lot. Do 
you have any reactions to that? 
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  CARL ROGERS:  Yes, I do. I have a lot of respect for the wide use of nonverbal communication, 
body contact, and that sort of thing, but I am not particularly good at nonverbal exercises 
myself. The environment I was brought up in was too inhibited, and although I don’t 
like to do anything that is spontaneous, this part of me has experienced slow growth. 
In recent years, I have become a lot more spontaneous. I will go across a group and put 
my arm around someone who is in pain, but I don’t do much to stimulate nonverbal 
communication. I just think it is a mistake for any group leader to try a procedure with 
which he is not comfortable. The group will pick the discomfort up in a minute and will 
know the leader is going beyond what is comfortable. I really regret I am not as skilled 
in that realm as I would like to be. 

  QUESTION:  Dr. Rogers, do you place any limits on nonverbal techniques when you evaluate 
some of the more experimental things being done? 

  CARL ROGERS:  My personal judgment is it is quite possible to be very cultish about body 
movements. The worst example is the nude marathon, where the assumption is if you 
take off your clothes, you are also removing your inhibitions. I think that is a lot of bunk. 
Publicity seekers have entered that fi eld and gotten reams of publicity about it for all of 
us. I don’t like anything that makes a cult out of groups. On the other hand, I have seen 
someone like Joyce Weir take a group and begin with them very gently doing different 
kinds of body movements. In her groups, anyone has a chance to opt out. In other words, 
you can choose not to participate if you wish. 

 I don’t like the idea of limits where everyone must do the same thing. If members of a 
group began to do something I didn’t like, I would feel very free to express my reaction. 
Then what the members do about it becomes a group consideration and is not just up to 
me. I have never had to face that situation, so I don’t like to say exactly what I would do 
because I have never had a group run away with the idea of body movements. 

 Extended Group Sessions and Marathons 

  QUESTION : Since we have such a limited amount of time to invest in counseling, how do you 
see this time best used if we are going to work with groups? For instance, would one 
12-hour session or four 3-hour sessions be more profi table? What is the most appropri-
ate way to use our time if we can use it as we want? 

  CARL ROGERS:  My answer to that keeps changing a little as time goes on. Personally, what 
I like and what I think is most effective is an intensive experience of approximately 12 
hours, which I distinguish from a marathon, followed by briefer follow-up contacts of 
perhaps 2 or 3 hours. We have in the whole group movement tended to put too little 
emphasis on the follow-up. I think sessions of shorter duration are very important 
and necessary in working with students, but I like the intensive longer sessions. First, 
I prefer a whole weekend, with evenings off for rest, if I can get it, then later follow-
up contacts. 

  QUESTION : Dr. Rogers, what is your reaction to marathon groups? Do you have any recom-
mendations as to how a counselor might prepare to become a marathon leader or facili-
tator, and what is your reaction to marathon groups for couples? 

  CARL ROGERS:  If you are interested in marathon groups, the best thing would be to become a 
participant in some marathon and see what your reaction is. I don’t particularly care for 
marathons, but that is not a criticism. I think partly it is because I need some sleep and 
don’t relish going 24 hours straight. I have tried marathons once or twice, and it has not 
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seemed to me to be preferable. An intensive 12 hours with a group is grueling enough 
and seems to me to be as effective as a marathon. 

 You asked what I think about marathons for couples. I don’t favor marathons for 
couples. In a couples’ group, one of the good things that happens is in the hours between 
sessions or in the late-evening or early-morning hours, each couple begins to digest 
and assimilate what they have gained from the group. I would really prefer, especially 
in couples’ groups, to meet with the group on an intensive, but not marathon, basis. On 
the other hand, if a group could only get away one day, then it might be better to have 
a marathon than to simply have a 10- or 12-hour session during the day. I have never 
really tried that. But I feel that if a group could only get away for one day and were eager 
to get as much out of the experience as possible, then they would enter the marathon 
with a very good attitude and that would make a great deal of difference in whether it 
would work. 

 Owning and Expressing Feelings 

  QUESTION : Dr. Rogers, you said your reaction to the marathon is based on your becoming 
tired. Do you also feel this is a crucial issue for the participants you have been with? 

  CARL ROGERS:  One of the arguments that is often stated for the marathon is that people get 
so weary their defenses drop, and they express attitudes they otherwise would not have 
revealed. That may be an advantage, but it is also one of the disadvantages. I like for 
individuals to be responsible for what they express in a group. If the member can say to 
himself or herself afterward, “Well, I did not really mean that. I was so fatigued it just 
came out of nowhere,” then I don’t believe the experience is going to be helpful. Being 
responsible for the feelings expressed is one of the things that makes any type of coun-
seling or group encounter helpful. For example, when I carried an active client load in 
counseling, I can think of one or two clients who would come in somewhat drunk, and 
while drunk they might express attitudes and discuss things they wouldn’t reveal in a 
sober state. But then, in the next interview, they would back away and say, “That wasn’t 
really me. I had a little too much,” and so forth. So I don’t think the expression of feel-
ings can be helpful unless the person is willing to stand behind the expression of feelings. 

  QUESTION : I really did appreciate your answer to that question, Dr. Rogers. How free do you 
feel to react to what group members do in the group? For instance, if you perceive that 
one member in the group is manipulating the group, would you bring this out or would 
you wait for one of the group members to react? 

  CARL ROGERS:  I would certainly wait for a time to see if a member of the group did object. If I 
felt the group was too fearful or was not strong enough to handle the member, then I am 
sure my feelings would begin to build up and I would express my feelings. I would not be 
trying to protect the group so much. It would just be that if I knew a person was manipu-
lating the group, and no one was objecting, then I couldn’t help but object. I would be 
guided by my own feelings. I think, ordinarily, I would like to give the group a chance 
to handle such a situation rather than give them the feeling I would handle it for them. 

 A Different Rogers in Groups? 

  QUESTION : I would like to change the subject a bit. I have watched you work several times 
in groups and what I am seeing is a different Carl Rogers than the picture we have in 
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an individual counseling session. Can you tell us how you are different in a group, why 
you are different in a group, and what kind of behavior you are trying to elicit that you 
don’t in an individual session? 

  CARL ROGERS:  First, let me pick up on the last part of your question. I don’t think in either 
individual counseling sessions or an encounter group I try to elicit something. You speak 
as though it were a conscious objective on my part, and to me that makes a difference. If 
I was doing something with a member, thinking, “This will cause her to react a certain 
way and to move in a particular direction,” I would not like myself for that. 

 I do believe spontaneous reactions to be an infl uence on people; that is certainly true. 
I like myself best in a group when I am not using any planned procedure. One thing 
I don’t like about myself in the fi le, “Journey Into Self,” was that I was clearly anxious 
at the beginning of the group and I was not aware enough to just say so. Instead, I gave 
a much longer introduction to the group than I would normally do. I just talked and 
talked, and I would have like[d] it much better if I had been more aware of my anxiety 
and said, “Oh boy, I am really somewhat scared, but I think we will all get along.” That, 
therefore, expresses my doubtful feelings better than the long speech I gave. 

 As to the differences in my behavior, yes, I do behave differently in a group than I 
did in individual counseling. I think if I went back to individual counseling, I would 
behave somewhat differently now than I did then. The main difference as I see it is that 
I would be more expressive of my own feelings. I would let things enter the relationship 
more than I used to. Let’s see, why is that? I think it is that I have grown somewhat more 
free through my participation in groups. Then, too, there are some feelings that I have 
in a group that I must confess I have never been aware of in an individual counseling 
situation. I don’t ever recall being really angry at an individual client; I am not bragging 
about that, I am just saying as far as I can recall, that is the truth. Yet in the more complex 
situations of a group, I can become quite angry at an individual’s behavior. Usually the 
individual’s behavior toward others is what stirs up anger in me, so perhaps that is why 
it didn’t occur in the individual counseling situation. There is no doubt that work with 
groups and my own personal growth ha[ve] made me realize my feelings have a perfectly 
good place in the relationship as well as my being very sensitive to the feelings and atti-
tudes of the other persons. Let me put it this way: I think any expression of real feeling 
certainly has infl uence on another person. 

 The Counselor’s Expression of Values in the Group 

  QUESTION : Often in your writings, you have stated or implied a counselor should not make 
personal evaluations or judgments in a counseling situation. When you are working with 
someone and you feel what that person is doing is wrong, how do you handle that? 

  CARL ROGERS:  Well, whether it is because of my personality or my experience in counseling, 
I am not judgmental in interpersonal relationships as many people are. The way I would 
say it is there are few things that bug me or shock me, while for some other people I 
know, there are many things that bug them and shock them or arouse strong feelings. If 
that is the person’s attitude, then it is possibly better that it be out in the open than trying 
artifi cially to keep it covered up. 

 You used one word I don’t think I have ever used, or at least I hope not. “The coun-
selor should be nonjudgmental.” I don’t tell counselors what they should do. I describe 
the relationships that seem to me to have been the most productive of personal growth. 
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To put it in more graduated terms, I would say yes, the less judgmental a counselor is, 
the more likely he is to produce a climate in which growth will occur. But if in fact he 
is feeling judgmental and evaluative, then I would be inclined to say bring it out in the 
open, as something in you. Say something like “I think I should let you know to me 
that seems wrong,” which is different from saying, “That is wrong.” The latter really is 
basically a judgment on the other person, but to let that person know your values would 
be better than trying to keep it to yourself. If you think it is wrong, the other person is 
going to pick up that attitude, I am sure. 

 The Future of Group Work 

  QUESTION : Dr. Rogers, we have seen a tremendous movement in personal growth through 
groups. Would you comment about what you see in the future for groups and what you 
would like to see? 

  CARL ROGERS:  The thing I would like to see happen in the whole group movement is to 
see it multiply in its various forms. I have been primarily involved in encounter groups 
aimed toward personal growth, but there are task-oriented groups, organizational devel-
opment groups, and other varieties of groups or new forms that might emerge. One 
thing I would hope would occur in the lower levels of education is that an encounter 
group would become unnecessary because the whole climate of the classroom would 
be of a sort that both intellectual thoughts and highly emotional feelings both could be 
expressed; then the whole person could be attending class, not just his head. Those are 
two things I would like to see develop out of groups. I think the group movement has a 
lot of implications for our culture because it is a counterforce against all the impersonal 
qualities of our technological civilization. 
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 Sometimes the only way you can feel good about yourself is by making someone else 
look bad, and I’m tired of making other people feel good about themselves. 

 Homer Simpson 

 According to Bernard et al. (1987, p. 96), co-therapy can be defi ned as “two or more 
mental health professionals working collaboratively in the treatment of the same entity.” 
The co-therapy model has long been employed to improve both training and the therapeu-
tic experience. Although psychotherapy pioneers such as Alfred Adler and Sigmund Freud 
used multiple therapists to enhance treatment, writing on the subject of co-therapy by these 
practitioners is sparse (Dreikurs et al., 1984). Hadden (1947) fi rst commented on co-therapy 
more in terms of training group therapists than discussing the impact on clients. Later, Lun-
din and Aronov (1952) are credited with the fi rst reference to the effect and possible benefi ts 
of the use of more than one leader in a single group and thus opened the door for the future 
examination of the use of co-leaders in counseling groups. 

 Over the past 70 years since its inception, co-therapy has been widely practiced as a treat-
ment option for group counselors, and a number of authors have discussed the benefi ts and 
limitations of this approach (Bernard, 1995; Gafni & Hoffman, 1991; Roller & Nelson, 1991). 
In the only survey of co-therapy practices, Roller and Nelson (1991) reported that 85% 
of their sample used co-therapy in their practice of group counseling. Fall and Menendez 
(2002) reviewed the literature on co-leadership and reported that although co-leadership 
is widely practiced, the positive and negative outcomes of this modality have been largely 
ignored by research. In fact, Dies (1994) concluded, “There is no evidence that the presence 
of two therapists enhances the quality or effi cacy of therapeutic outcome, but the limited 
fi ndings suggest that co-leadership may complicate group process unless the leaders manage 
their relationship effectively within the group” (p. 141). 

 Unfortunately, since 1994, very little empirical research has been done on co- leadership 
beyond limited evidence that demonstrates the effi cacy of the co-leader approach (Kiv-
lighan et al., 2011). So we have some evidence that it works, but we aren’t sure why or 
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how, but the relationship seems to be important. To highlight the vital aspect of the rela-
tionship, and expanding beyond the defi nition of co-therapy that was originally applied to 
individual and family counseling, Roller and Nelson (1991, p. 3) defi ned it in this way: “A 
form of psychotherapy in which the relationship between co-therapists becomes a crucial 
factor in the change process.” Within this defi nition, the agent of change and the reason 
for choosing the co-leader option is focused on the nature of the relationship between 
the leaders. This chapter provides an overview of the anecdotal evidence of advantages 
and disadvantages of co-leadership. We also outline specific ways to foster a healthy 
co-leadership relationship. 

 ADVANTAGES OF CO-LEADERSHIP 

 Two Heads Are Better Than One 

 In any group session, there are many things to attend to at any one time. Group leaders 
understand that group (as a whole), subgroup, individual, and leader dynamics are occurring 
simultaneously. In addition, each of these elements has process and content aspects to each 
interaction. That is quite a bit to attend to on an ongoing basis! Breeskin (2010, p. 5) noted, 
“An individual therapist, no matter how skilled, cannot conceivably keep up with the rich-
ness of group experience.” Co-leadership benefi ts the leaders by providing an extra set of eyes 
and ears to absorb all of the group interactions. In theory, there is a greater chance that the 
team will attend to all the important pieces of the interaction and provide a greater level of 
insight. Often, one leader will facilitate the current dialogue while the other serves as a pro-
cess observer. Obviously, the benefi t to the group members lies in the available therapeutic 
potency of the leaders’ attentiveness; deeper material can be processed if material is not being 
“missed” by an overwhelmed leader. 

 Continuity of Treatment 

 Emergencies occur in the lives of all people, and group leaders are not immune to this 
wrinkle of life. Family responsibilities, illness, and clinical crises are some common reasons 
why group leaders might cancel group. Canceling group can be a logistical nightmare for 
group leaders because they must contact all the members of the group. Co-leading allows 
the group to continue if one leader must miss group. It is important to note here that this 
advantage should be used only in emergency situations. It is not appropriate for co-leader 
teams to divide leadership duties, where each one gets to miss group because they will have 
one leader for coverage. This is not co-leadership and the rotating leadership will negatively 
impact consistency in the group. 

 Modeling a Healthy Relationship 

 Many people who enter group are struggling with interpersonal relationships in their pres-
ent lives. Going back to past relationships, many of those same people grew up in homes in 
which the spousal relationship was chaotic or uncommunicative. Co-leadership provides an 
excellent opportunity for group members to experience a healthy relationship as exhibited 
by the co-leader pair. 
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 To model a healthy relationship, a co-leader must demonstrate respect toward the other 
co-leader. Respect manifests in good listening skills, trusting your partner, and managing 
confl ict in a healthy manner. The last element, managing confl ict, seems to impact the group 
in an intense manner. Much like many parents in the world, some co-leaders believe that 
“we should not fi ght in front of the children (i.e., group members).” Although we do not 
encourage you to fi ght and argue in front of the group, group members (and children) can 
learn valuable lessons about how to reach an agreement or agree to disagree by observing 
co-leaders work out an issue. 

 I (KAF) was co-leading a domestic-violence-prevention group for men when my co-
leader said something with which I disagreed. Like many interpersonal issues, it was not that 
I thought she was wrong and I was right; it was more that I saw the issue a different way. I 
waited until she had fi nished her point, and I said, “Sally, I see that issue a little differently. 
Would you mind if I share my idea with you and the group?” She respectfully agreed, and I 
shared my viewpoint. At the end of our brief discussion, neither one of us had changed our 
perspective, but we each could honor and appreciate the other’s point of view. The group 
members seemed shocked. One person stated he thought I was going to start “freaking out” 
any minute because she would not “see things my way.” We processed this incident, and most 
of the group members refl ected that respectful disagreement was not something they were 
accustomed to experiencing. We were able to take that small interaction and refer to it on 
several occasions during future groups and made process comments every time we or group 
members disagreed in a respectful way. 

 DISADVANTAGES OF CO-LEADERSHIP 

 The disadvantages of co-leadership focus mainly on the consequences of dysfunction within 
the co-leader relationship. The fi rst two disadvantages note the most common problems, 
and the third highlights a more practical concern. 

 The Group Likes Me More 

 Power struggles between the co-leaders damage both the co-leadership effectiveness and the 
group process for the members. Fall and Wejnert (2005) noted that evidence of a power 
struggle includes making responses that undermine the other co-leader’s input, ignoring 
members who seem connected to the other co-leader, and paying extra attention to those 
members who do not seem to “like” the other co-leader, thus creating leader-based sub-
groups. The dialogue illustrates the confl ict: 

  MEMBER A : I agree with what you [Co-leader 1] said about the way I come across as arrogant 
to others. I’m glad you called me on it and just didn’t sit back and let me ruin the group. 

  CO-LEADER 1 : It took a lot of courage to own that aspect of yourself. Your ability to handle 
my feedback also shows tremendous growth. 

  CO-LEADER 2 : Well, I’m a little worried that you did not listen to the feedback from the other 
members of the group. It would have been nice if you could have come to that conclu-
sion on your own, without Co-leader 1. 

 Another characteristic of power struggles is a dysfunctional communication pattern known 
as  tandeming  (Gallogly & Levine, 1979). Tandeming occurs when the co-leadership pair sees 
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verbal interaction as a way to gain legitimacy and power within the group. As a result, when-
ever one facilitator speaks, the other follows up. For example: 

  GROUP MEMBER : I guess I am a little scared to share these aspects of myself. I am usually a very 
private person. 

  CO-LEADER A : That is completely normal. Sharing is a risk. 
  CO-LEADER B : Yes, and it is normal to be anxious about any risk. 
  GROUP MEMBER : I want it to change. I’m not saying I won’t share, but I need to ease into it. 
  CO-LEADER B : The nature of the process is that, as you share, you will get more used to it. 
  CO-LEADER A : Yes, each time you share will bring you closer to that comfort you seek. 

 In tandeming, the co-leaders are not necessarily contradicting one another; instead, they have 
identifi ed verbal interaction as a valuable means to connect to the group, and in the infancy of 
the relationship, each is trying to connect as much as possible. The similarity of the co-leader 
messages could be conceptualized as the co-leaders’ use of identifi cation to connect and 
validate the other co-leader. The problem that arises from this dynamic is that the feedback 
is doubled and may lose its potency, or the group may wait to hear both group leaders before 
responding. In addition to the effects of tandeming on group member interaction, if the co-
leader messages are contradictory rather than validating, then the pattern becomes evidence 
of a competitive power struggle that distracts from the group process (Fall & Wejnert, 2005). 

 Incompatibility Issues 

 As should be apparent by now, co-leadership derives its therapeutic power from the relation-
ship between the co-leaders. When the co-leaders are incompatible, the relationship will not 
grow, and the therapeutic value of co-leading diminishes. Two common types of co-leader 
incompatibility include personality differences and theoretical clashes. 

 We are sure you have worked with people who you found very annoying. In your day-to-day 
existence, most people exist on a continuum ranging from very likable to very dislikable, in your 
opinion. When two co-leaders fi nd themselves leading a group when one or both fi nd the other 
co-leader very dislikable, both the group and the co-leader relationship suffer. In simplest terms, 
authoritarian leadership styles clash with laissez-faire approaches. Leaders who enjoy structure 
will confl ict with those who enjoy more open-ended process. Leaders who use humor rub 
more serious leaders the wrong way. Personality polar opposites do not tend to work well in 
co-leadership situations unless each person is willing to spend a large amount of time processing 
the differences and fi nding ways to respect those differences for the betterment of the group. 

 Theory differences are an offshoot of the personality confl ict, primarily because theory 
represents one’s inner philosophy about the change process and, therefore, should be con-
sistent with one’s personality. However, because many practitioners do not take the time to 
think deeply about theory, it is possible that some basic differences about what constitutes 
change and how to get there may arise in co-leading teams. 

 It is important to note that some theoretical approaches do not work well with oth-
ers. The reason lies in how they defi ne change and the process by which one achieves 
the growth. For example, a person-centered group leader believes that change comes from 
creating a group environment characterized by unconditional positive regard, genuineness, 
and empathy. Group process refl ects this belief, and the leader will engage in activities that 
honor that goal through active listing, refl ecting, and process observation. On the other hand, 
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a cognitive behavioral group leader sees maladjustment as distorted thought patterns that can 
be modifi ed through learning cognitive restructuring techniques. Arising from this belief, 
cognitive behavioral group leaders spend group time teaching the basics of cognitive therapy 
and practicing the techniques using group-member examples. Imagine the counseling train 
wreck that would result from trying to honor both those approaches in counseling. The 
result would be confusing for the group members and frustrating for the group leaders. 

 Empirical research supports the importance of theory and co-leadership relationship. 
Bridbord and DeLucia-Waack (2011) reported that co-leaders that shared a higher level of 
theoretical compatibility also experienced a higher level of satisfaction within the relation-
ship. As expressed in  Chapter 3 , it may be diffi cult for group facilitators to translate theory 
into practice in groups and even more confusion if you have to know your theory well 
enough to mesh it with a co-leader. Despite the complexity inherent in this process, it is 
well advised to spend some time fi nding points of overlap and possible confl ict with your 
co-leader’s approach. While the literature is fairly silent about theoretical applications to the 
co-leader relationship, Fall and Hartwig (2016) provide a conceptualization of the co-leader 
relationship from a reality therapy/choice theory perspective. This outline could be used as 
a template for the application of other theoretical approaches. 

 The Money Issue 

 When deciding to co-lead a group in private practice, one must consider the income the 
group will generate. Although it is true that the group will serve more clients in an hour’s 
time, it is also true that 

 • Group members will pay less for the group than for individual counseling. 
 • Group sessions often run for one and a half hours. 
 • Group leaders must factor in planning and debriefi ng time. 
 • If your private-practice offi ce is not large enough to accommodate a group (many are 

not), you may have to travel to another offi ce to meet with the group, so you must 
include travel time. 

 A quick calculation can show you how money can be an important practical issue in the 
decision to co-lead. Let us say that you are leading a middle school-to-high school transi-
tion group for adolescent boys and girls. You decide to lead the group yourself and do a 
comparison of possible individual versus group income. The group will have eight members 
who will pay $30 per one-and-a-half hour group. Your income will be $240 a week. If you 
saw individual clients during that time, you could see two clients at your normal fee of $90 
for an income of $180 per week. Group looks like a great deal! 

 Now let us factor in co-leadership. A simple calculation would divide the group income 
by two. In this example, you would earn $120. As you can see, just with the addition of a 
co-leader, your income is not as good as if you saw individual clients. Each time you factor 
in a possible complication such as travel and planning time, you are losing money. Just 30 
minutes added to the beginning and end of group for planning (this is very conservative) will 
cut into your profi t. If you unwisely neglect the planning time, you will increase the chance 
of the fi rst two disadvantages occurring within the co-leader relationship. 

 To offset this disadvantage, some practitioners will increase the fee or the number of mem-
bers in their group. Another strategy is to hold the group during a time that you have trouble 
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scheduling individual clients. However, some practitioners will co-lead a group regardless 
of the slight dip in income because the group is rewarding or acts as a change of pace from 
individual counseling. 

 HOW TO PICK A CO-LEADER 

 To reap the benefi ts of co-leadership while minimizing the disadvantages, one must focus 
on the co-leader relationship. As McMahon and Links (1984, p. 385) stated, “Therapists 
who are of the opinion that the co-therapy relationship has minimal therapeutic value, fail 
to understand the potential for this type of therapy.” It may surprise you to know that the 
co-leader relationship is a developmental process much like that of the group. In fact, the 
group literature is replete with excellent descriptions of developmental models that track 
co-leadership growth (Brent & Marine, 1982; Dugo & Beck, 1991; Fall & Wejnert, 2005; 
McMahon & Links, 1984; Winter, 1976). These models can be used in the same manner in 
which group developmental models are utilized: to assess co-leader progress, troubleshoot any 
problem areas, and reinforce positive movement. 

 In addition to consulting developmental models for ideas about how to manage 
co-leadership, Nelson-Jones (1992, p. 58) offered these practical suggestions for choosing a 
co-leader: 

 • Always interview your prospective co-leader. Many co-leader teams are created out 
of convenience. Although that is not a very effective way to choose a compatible 
co-leader, it is the reality of the fi eld. Even if you are placed with a co-leader, set up a 
pre-group leader session to discuss the other items on this list. 

 • Work with people who have theoretical positions similar to your own. You each need 
to understand the underlying philosophies that guide and defi ne your defi nitions of the 
change process. 

 • Work with leaders with whom you can have a cooperative and honest relationship. You 
initially will not know this until you openly disclose your way of doing things and your 
hopes and dreams for the group then hear your co-leader’s refl ections. Assess yourself 
during the interview: How much did you hold back? 

 • Share all aspects of planning and running the group. Disclosing and cooperating cut 
down on surprises within the group. Agree to use the planning time to discuss any 
planned activities and conceptualize member progress. 

 • Commit time to working with each other before and after each group session. Brid-
bord and DeLucia-Waack’s (2011) research concluded that this was a vital aspect of 
co-leader satisfaction. Most good co-leader teams I (KAF) know spend at least one 
hour processing and working on the group. Some spend more. We would encourage 
you to consider attending supervision of your co-leadership, especially if you are new 
to co-leading or are co-leading with a new person. Making supervision a part of the 
co-leadership process early increases the chance that you will sidestep any relationship 
problems and provides the team with an outlet should problems occur. 

 THE DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES OF THE RELATIONSHIP 

 As mentioned in the previous section, it is widely accepted that the co-leadership relationship 
progresses through predictable stages of development. As you will learn in  Chapter 7 , groups 
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form and evolve through similar stages of development as well. Paying attention to the stages 
can provide an excellent method for assessing relationship progress and highlight obstacles that 
need to be addressed in order to facilitate fl ow and growth. In the remainder of the chapter, 
the stages of group are applied to the stages of a co-leadership relationship. We will use the 
same stage concepts to ease learning, but be aware that the group and the co-leadership rela-
tionship do not necessarily evolve in the same time frame. It may be useful to jump ahead to 
 Chapter 7  and read the discussion of group stages to get a complete feel of the stages. 

 Precommitment Stage 

 Initial Testing of Limits 

 In this phase, the co-leader team experiences the anxiety of beginning a new group. Even if 
the team has worked together before, this new group is a unique experience. It is normal for 
each person to feel anxious and uncertain as the journey begins. As Fall and Wejnert (2005, 
p. 315) pointed out, the main developmental task for co-leaders at this stage is answering the 
question, “How are our strengths and limitations going to fi t together within this group?” As 
co-leaders attempt to get a feel for self and other within the group, the struggle for identity 
may manifest in problematic communication patterns, such as tandeming, discussed earlier. 

 To strengthen the co-leadership relationship and ensure smooth transition into the next 
phase, co-leaders are encouraged to do the following: 

 1. Expect anxiety and be aware that this is a normal part of the beginning stage of devel-
opment. It does not mean you are an inferior professional. In fact, it only means you 
are a normal human being reacting to a new and exciting opportunity. 

 2. Engage in pre-group and postgroup discussions with your co-leader. As discussed ear-
lier, this provides an excellent opportunity to work on the relationship and process what 
is going on in the group. 

 3. If the relationship is new, considering supervision or a third party to process the discus-
sion might be helpful. Having an objective person who is also knowledgeable about the 
importance of the co-leadership relationship can be a powerful catalyst for the develop-
ing relationship. 

 Tentative Self-Disclosure and Exploration 

 As the co-leaders get to know one another and begin to develop a sense of identity within the 
group, deeper levels of working begin to emerge. Through session work and outside-group 
processing, each co-leader should be experiencing a greater knowledge of self and of the other 
co-leader, both professionally and personally. As depth increases, the need to “play nice” is 
replaced by the desire to “be real.” In relationships, this is a positive sign, as both parties are no 
longer afraid of the relationship blowing apart but are instead willing to risk to take it to a deeper 
level. To test the relationship’s durability, confl ict must be experienced and resolved. If confl ict 
is avoided, the relationship will stagnate. Even worse, the group will experience the leader’s lack 
of comfort and will be unable to handle confl ict as a group, thus paralyzing the group. If the 
co-leaders are willing to experience confl ict but handle it poorly (fi ght and demean each other 
in group), the group will feel an enormous amount of anxiety regarding confl ict and either avoid 
it or replicate the attacking behavior of the leaders. Neither is good for the group. 
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 In this phase, it should be easy to see the potential impact and infl uence the co-leader 
relationship has on the group. Co-leaders that ignore the developing relationship do so at 
the group’s peril. To increase the probability of progress into the next stage, co-leaders are 
encouraged to do the following: 

 • Understand that appropriate resolution of confl ict is a normal and necessary part of 
relationship development. Explore your own gut reaction to the word “confl ict.” 
Explore past relationships to get a sense of how you handle confl ict and consider how 
those patterns might manifest in the co-leader relationship and in group. 

 • Continue to meet with your co-leader before and after group. It is in these meetings 
that you can openly discuss your own insights into confl ict and collaborate on how it 
will be processed in group. Make sure you are attending to how confl ict is emerging 
and being dealt with both in the co-leader relationship and in the group. 

 Commitment Stage 

 Congruent with the elements of these stages in group work, the commitment stage for 
co-leader development will feel like the “Golden Age” of the relationship. The specifi c 
phases outlined in this stage, depth exploration and understanding, commitment to change, 
and growth and working toward increased effectiveness, will be experienced as overlapping 
phases that differ only in the amount of cohesion and trust experienced by the co-leading 
team. As the relationship emerges from confl ict resolution at the end of the precommitment 
stage, the team gets better at processing confl ict, inside and outside of group, are comfortable 
with the unique identities of each co-leader, and power struggles are minimal. In this stage, 
each co-leader will feel as if the other co-leader is very interested in the personal growth and 
success of the other, which may come through support, encouragement, or confrontation. 

 One phase in this stage, preparing to leave group, deserves special attention. In most cases, 
this phase will run in parallel to the group development, and it is important to remember to 
prepare the co-leadership for termination just as you are preparing the group. This discussion 
of how the co-leadership is going to say good-bye can be processed in the pre- or postgroup 
meeting. Much like in groups, it is typical for this topic to create some anxiety within the 
relationship, and it is vital that the co-leaders not collude in ignoring the issue to avoid the 
anxiety. 

 Termination 

 Termination is the last stage in the relationship, characterized by bringing closure to the 
experience. With termination processing, the key word is “balance.” If co-leaders ignore 
termination, then the effect on the relationship and on group can be devastating, as group 
members may sense that termination is too intense to be processed and should be avoided. 
Some co-leaders may feel it is unnecessary to process termination issues because they are 
going to co-lead again in the future. Despite the continuation of the relationship, it is impor-
tant to be aware that this chapter of the relationship is coming to a close. Group is ending, 
and it is important to say good-bye to this experience. 

 Co-leaders may also process the termination of the relationship too much in group and 
take up the time the group needs for its own termination discussion. To achieve balance, co-
leaders are encouraged to use pre- or postgroup meetings to process relationship termination 
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while using group time to mainly focus on group termination. It may be appropriate to 
model comfort with termination by having each co-leader share a process observation of the 
co-leader relationship with the group. 

 USING REFLECTIVE PROCESS AND MINDFULNESS 
TO TIE THE CONCEPTS TOGETHER 

 This chapter is designed to illuminate the co-leadership relationship as the clinical rationale 
for choosing this modality of leadership. You have been exposed to the benefi ts and disad-
vantages of using a co-leader, and the developmental stages of the relationship have been 
outlined. The last piece of the puzzle helps illustrate how one can consistently attend to 
the importance of the developing relationship through a process of refl ective practice and 
mindfulness. 

 Okech (2003) applied this process of refl ective practice to co-leadership and, along with 
other authors, noted the advantages of those co-leader teams that engaged in refl ective prac-
tice versus the consequences of those that did not routinely pay attention to the relationship 
dynamics (Miller, 2005; Okech & Kline, 2005). Refl ective practice as applied to the co-
leadership is characterized by co-leaders who routinely and systematically discuss and explore 
how the relationship impacts the group and each leader’s own perception of self, the other 
leader, and the group as a whole (Okech & Kline, 2005). 

 The application of refl ective process provides an excellent structure for attending to the 
co-leader relationship. As Okech (2008, p. 239) observed, the process allows each leader to 
“simultaneously engage in intrapersonal and interpersonal processes, develop insights, which 
in turn inform their choices on how to engage with each other and group members to 
promote group member and group objectives” (see  Figure 7.1 ). 

 Mindfulness, specifi cally meditation rooted in the Buddhist tradition, was designed as 
a process for increasing awareness and insight and may provide a strategy for engaging in 
refl ective practice. According to Fulton and Fall (2016), “Mindfulness-based training and 
interventions have been shown to help individuals attend to sensations, cognitions, and emo-
tions, both positive and negative, with open, non-reactive, non-judging, present-moment 
awareness (Baer, 2003; Cardaciotto et al., 2008). Thus, a mindfulness practice may support 
refl ective practice” (p. 9). 

 Fulton and Fall (2016) outlined how mindfulness could be used across developmental 
group stages in an effort to participate in a refl ective practice and enhance the co-leader 
relationship bond. In general, here were some of their suggestions: 

  Pregroup Mindfulness Preparation : This occurs before group starts. Just as group members 
require a pregroup screening and orientation, so must co-leaders come together and prepare 
for the group beginning. During this stage, the co-leaders would discuss the group and the 
co-leader relationship and, ideally, commit to a mutually agreed upon practice of mindful-
ness, both in and out of group. This agreement might include co-meditation before and after 
group, independent refl ection, and how mindfulness may be used during group sessions. 

  Precommitment Stage : In this stage, the co-leader relationship is new, and anxiety is normal. 
Co-leaders can use mindfulness to practice paying attention to all thoughts, feelings, and 
sensations in the hope of becoming more present and attuned to the process of the group 
and the co-leader relationship. Fulton and Fall (2016) suggested, “Co-leaders might consider 
making an agreement that during group they will habitually take a ‘mindful moment’ before 
adding a comment following any co-leader comment. This may take the form of focused 
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attention to the breath followed by an intention to notice, without judgment, any feelings 
(e.g., anxiety) or thoughts (e.g., ‘I am not seen as in control of the group’) occurring during 
the group which may elicit unproductive tandeming” (p. 13). 

 With practice, co-leaders can begin to form a more authentic relationship whereby dif-
ferences of opinion can emerge, which can lead to a deepening of intimacy within the 
co-leader team. When confl ict emerges, it is essential for the group to experience a healthy 
modeling of confl ict resolution. Mindfulness and refl ective practice can serve as a model 
for awareness of the confl ict, which will ideally lead to exploration instead of defensiveness 

   Figure 7.1   The intersection between co-leaders’ intrapersonal and interpersonal 
refl ective processes and group dynamics (Okech, 2008) 

 Source: Okech, J. A. (2008), Refl ective practice in group co-leadership.  Journal for Specialists in Group 
Work , 33(3) 236–253. [Reprinted with permission of The Association for Specialists in Group Work] 

Elicit change in behavior
& interventions in
current & future co-
leading experiences

Co-leader preparation meeting(s):
Group objectives, co-leader
theoretical approach, technical
interventions, leadership styles, etc.

Co-leader intrapersonal
reflection process (deliberation on
dynamics & outcome of co-leader
interactions)

Co-leader interpersonal
processing session (feedback
exchange, session review, plan for
subsequent sessions, etc.)

Co-leader intrapersonal process
(deliberation on group observations,
feelings, thoughts, choices, decisions,
co-leader prception, etc.)

Co-leader intrapersonal decision
making process (critical stage for
change or stagnation in co-leader
relationship, behavior, & group outcome)

Co-leaders’ collective intrapersonal
& interpersonal processing session
(share personal reflections, reactions,
insights, and recommendations, etc.)

Co-leader group application
process (Reflective practice loop
complete with application of
outcomes to the group)

Current Group Session
(Interaction of group dynamics,
group objectives, & co-leader
dynamics)

Elicit
suggestions
for
alternative
behavior &
interventions



CO-LEADERSHIP 95

or avoidance. Farb et al. (2010) found neuroscientifi c evidence of a connection between 
mindfulness training and the ability to experience emotion with less distress, less avoidance, 
and less detachment. If healthy confl ict resolution is the key to transitioning to the next stage, 
then mindfulness may provide the skills for co-leaders to courageously engage in the process 
of acknowledging the negative emotions and processing them within the relationship and 
within the group, if possible. 

  Commitment Stage:  As the refl ective process is practiced, it should serve to strengthen the 
co-leadership relationship. The Commitment stage should be characterized by improved 
relationship functioning and maintenance of the growth. Kabat-Zinn (1990) described 
essential attitudes of mindfulness practice that are appropriate for this stage: patience, trust, 
nonstriving, and letting go. As co-leaders practice bringing these qualities to their indi-
vidual mindfulness meditation practices, they may also be able to access them to inform 
their “manner of presence” during sessions. Patience can be implemented by being aware 
of moments when feelings of restlessness occur within the relationship. Co-leaders can 
process these moments and explore where and when they arise. Trust is an ever-evolving 
faith in the process of the group and the competence of the other leader. During this 
stage, refl ecting on aspects of the relationship that build and diminish trust are open to 
processing. Nonstriving is a belief in the natural fl ow of the relationship, which is much 
easier grasped when using mindfulness, as each co-leader will feel an openness to the full 
range of experiences within the relationship. Lastly, letting go is manifested by committing 
to a collaborative environment, not only with the co-leader, but with the group as well. 
This attitude allows constricting control to decrease in favor of an egalitarian approach to 
growth. 

  Termination : Termination is a time for co-leaders to say good-bye and bring a close to 
the experience. Co-leaders incorporate mindful meditation together to identify thoughts, 
feelings, and sensations related to terminating the group. Fulton and Fall (2016) suggest 
processing prior to, during, and/or after the group experience, and each co-leader is 
encouraged to engage in deep listening rather than attempt to avoid or minimize any of 
the thoughts, feelings, or sensations that arise during this time. Fulton and Fall (2016) 
also offer, 

 Loving-kindness and compassion meditations may also be a useful way to bring the rela-
tionship to a “close.” Co-leaders can sit together after the last session and meditate in 
tandem, each engaging in the same individual loving kindness meditation. For example, 
co-leaders might choose to repeat, internally, a phrase or phrases such as “May you feel 
happy, may you feel healthy, may you be peaceful” extending kindness to one another as 
an act of gratitude and as a wish for the journey ahead. 

 (p. 19–20) 

 SUMMARY 

 Co-leadership is a leadership modality that uses the relationship of the co-leaders as a 
therapeutic tool. Prospective leaders considering co-leading group should understand that 
although co-leadership is widely practiced, it is also not well researched. Anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that co-leadership is effective and can benefi t both group members and 
the co- leaders. However, there are also pitfalls to the process that must be attended to for 
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co-leadership effectiveness. Consulting developmental models of co-leadership development 
to assess functioning, careful selection procedures, and ongoing supervision and consultation 
can increase the chance of productive co-leadership teams.   
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 I begin with an idea and then it becomes something else. 
 Pablo Picasso 

 Why do counselors seem so anxious about leading a group? Why are they apparently so 
resistant to trying a group approach? Here are some common reservations that we have heard 
from both students and practitioners: 

  MARY  (second-year graduate student): Group just makes me nervous. I am beginning to hit 
my stride with individual counseling and I have even begun to enjoy the different pace 
of marriage and family counseling. Group is too fast. There is so much going on that I 
am afraid that I am always missing something important. 

  RILEY  (private practice): Getting a group together seems more diffi cult than recruiting indi-
vidual clients. I also think part of my hesitancy to do groups is that I never really observed 
too many examples of actual group leadership. In my training program, we participated 
in a personal growth group, and that was the extent of my group experience. Maybe I 
just don’t feel competent to lead a group. Where would I start? 

 Both Mary and Riley are experiencing internal resistances to leading groups. Although their 
specifi c reasons are different, a common theme is apparent. A primary reason for the high 
degree of apprehension is that counselors have seldom been taught precisely what to do and 
how to do it in a group setting. Effective group facilitation is much more than the applica-
tion of individual counseling skills to a group setting. 

 Although theoreticians and researchers in group counseling have long demonstrated the 
effi cacy of group procedures in many settings (Gerrity & DeLucia-Waack, 2007; Thompson, 
2011; Westheimer et al., 2009), a continuing puzzlement to many counselor trainers, par-
ticularly those involved in group training, is that practicing counselors are not more involved 
in counseling groups. Many counselors have had specifi c group counseling training, and 
others would have little diffi culty in transferring their individual skills to a group setting. 

C H A P T E R 

 8 

 THE STEPS FOR INITIATING A GROUP 
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Nevertheless, some hesitancy seems to exist about taking the initial step. Many counselors 
seem unwilling to risk beginning a group program. In private conversation, many counselors 
express themselves as accepting on an intellectual level that groups provide a therapeutic situ-
ation that cannot otherwise be achieved. At the same time, a hesitancy exists on the part of 
the counselor to begin such a program. Typical of the concerns raised are “I’m not sure what 
to expect from a group” and “I’m not sure what my role should be in a group.” Reluctance 
to attend to the myriad of details involved in getting a group program started also seems to 
be a major factor. 

 Those counselors who have begun group programs consistently report that they become 
committed to groups as a potent counseling vehicle, and in many cases it becomes their pre-
ferred intervention mode. Our hypothesis is that not unlike a client who is viewing a number 
of options with anxiety and trepidation, some counselors never begin group programs simply 
because too many potential roadblocks and details need to be attended to. 

 With the available fund of knowledge relating to positive outcomes, procedures, and pro-
cess, the practicing counselor must take the initial plunge into a fi rst experience with group 
leadership. If the fi rst group experience is a positive one, both for the members and for the 
leader, more likelihood exists that the counselor will continue to use groups as an interven-
tion method. 

 Most experienced group leaders report that the time spent attending to what might be 
considered minor details enhances the chance of a successful fi rst experience. From numer-
ous discussions with practicing counselors and trainers, the following guidelines were devel-
oped that conceivably could be used by the counselor as a checklist of activities to follow in 
getting a group started. 

 A STEP MODEL FOR CREATING ANY GROUP 

 Step 1: Genesis 

 Every group starts with an idea quickly followed by a decision. The idea looks like this: 
“I have quite a few female clients seeking help for anxiety. How should I see them within 
my practice?” Or “I have always wanted to work with parenting issues. How should I get 
started?” The decision that each clinician must face after getting the “group idea” inferred 
in these questions is whether to form a group or to see these clients on an individual basis. 
Creating a group can be much different than seeing individual clients, but in many ways it is 
similar. Much as with individual counseling, group counselors must decide what type of cli-
entele they would enjoy working with and are competent to treat. Competency to facilitate 
groups is determined by several factors. In general, one should have education and supervised 
practice in the modality (groups), along with specifi c training and supervision in the group 
type selected (psychoeducational, counseling, etc.). In addition to competency in the group 
modality, education and supervision with the population you are working with would also 
be important (Wilson & Brubaker, 2016). 

 Sometimes the decision to work with a certain population comes from desire; at other 
times, it comes from a need expressed in your work environment. Many groups die at this 
stage of the planning process because clinicians do not know what to do next or believe that 
setting up groups is much more work than seeing clients individually. Because the research 
and decision-making process is the largest obstacle you will face when trying to facilitate 
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groups in the “real world,” we are going to explore each step. We will follow a school coun-
selor, Virginia, in her struggle to set up a group for adolescent girls in her school. 

 As mentioned earlier, the genesis of the idea can come from self, or it can arise from a need 
in your environment. In this case, Virginia has noticed that many of the sixth-grade girls in 
her school are not taking advantage of the counseling services at the school, and yet many 
are struggling academically and socially. She has always wanted to work with the girl-specifi c 
groups but has not made any concerted effort to formulate counseling services specifi c to 
the needs of girls (this indicates a desire coming from self ). She has also been approached by 
a number of teachers and parents asking about services for some of the female students (this 
indicates a need arising from the environment). From these two sources, an idea is formu-
lated: “I would like to create a group for adolescent girls.” Once you have your idea, you can 
proceed to the next step of researching your idea. 

 Step 2: Research 

 The genesis step produces a raw idea for a group that must be refi ned before the group can 
begin. There is no need to reinvent the wheel when it comes to creating groups, and it should 
be of some relief to know that there is a large amount of literature covering the application 
of group to a wide variety of populations. To refi ne your idea, you must consult the existing 
literature for ideas. In our example, Virginia could either visit a local university or access 
almost any university’s library website. There she could search databases such as PsychInfo and 
ERIC for journal articles related to her topic using the search terms  adolescent girls  and  groups.  
She could also search online bookstores such as Amazon.com and BarnesandNoble.com for 
books on the subject. As you consult the literature, you can get ideas about how to set up 
and facilitate your group. In some cases, you may fi nd readymade manuals for your particular 
group, complete with handouts and other media aids. With all the information out there, it 
is highly unlikely that you will fi nd nothing related to your group idea. The completion of 
this step arms you with an arsenal of information about how to approach the group. It is your 
job to sift through the ideas and move to the next step in the planning. 

 Step 3: Organizing the Specifi cs 

 By the time you reach this step, you may be overwhelmed by all the information about your 
one group idea. Who knew there would be so many different directions and themes to 
explore?! Instead of being paralyzed by the anxiety surrounding the information overload, 
we encourage you to see it as an opportunity. You do not have to cover all the themes for any 
given topic; you get to choose what will work best for you and your population. For example, 
Virginia was surprised to fi nd that groups for adolescent girls were a widely explored area. 
She could focus on female bullying, self-esteem, dating violence, female culture, friendships, 
relationships with parents, relationships with other authority fi gures, and sports and competi-
tion, and the list went on. Instead of giving up with the “There is too much to do; I could 
never cover it all” attitude, she surveyed the information and found that the theme “Issues for 
young females” seemed perfect for her group. It was general enough to allow for inclusion of 
a variety of topics that could be fl exible depending on the makeup of the group and specifi c 
enough to attract members of her chosen population. 

 To further organize the theme, she needs to decide on some other specifi cs about the 
group: duration and time for each session. Because Virginia is in a school setting, she will 
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need to consult with administrators and teachers about time periods that would fi t best with 
the school community. Weekly or semiweekly sessions from one and a half to two hours in 
length over a specifi ed period of time is preferred. Sessions of less than one and a half hours 
are too short for adult groups due to warm-up and transition periods. Longer sessions, unless 
planned for in the prearranged context of an extended session or marathon, can be counter-
productive if they become tiring for the members. For children’s groups, a 30- to 45-minute 
session is probably all they will endure before their concentration begins to wander. For her 
chosen population, Virginia consults the literature and her administrators and settles on a 
45-minute group during morning assembly time. 

 In most school and agency settings, specifi ed closed groups, with a specifi ed duration, are 
preferable to open-ended groups. This can range anywhere from 10 to 25 sessions but should 
have a defi ned lifespan. Just as in the 50-minute hour, duration tends to set up a series of 
expectations on the part of group members. If, at the end of the specifi ed time, work is still 
to be done, the group should terminate according to the agreed-upon timeline, and referrals 
should be made for further treatment. 

 An extended session, ranging from 8 to 15 hours, is a possible option for an ongoing 
group. A marathon is recommended as an extended session that is part of the total group 
experience rather than a freestanding, one-shot occasion. The extended session is usually 
scheduled after the group has had several regular sessions and has developed its own style. The 
extended session is best placed about three-quarters of the way through the life of the group 
so that adequate follow-up time is available if necessary. 

 Some groups also can be compacted into daily or twice-daily sessions over a short period 
of time to increase impact. This “total impact” approach is best used in a distraction-free 
setting in which participants are in residence for a specifi ed period of time and the group 
is used in conjunction with didactic training. This particular schema is popular with school 
personnel, organizational development units, inpatient settings, and other intact organizations 
in which retreat-type workshops are administratively convenient. After considering all the 
options, Virginia decides that eight sessions would be a good length for this group. It allows 
her to cover fi ve or six topics and leave one session for introductions and one for termina-
tion. After the completion of this group, she can assess whether the time and duration were 
adequate for this group. 

 One must also consider where the group will take place. The group setting should be 
a comfortable, attractive, inviting room that is small enough for intimacy without being 
crowded. Preferably, the room should be carpeted and provided with low, comfortable chairs 
and fl oor pillows so that group members can choose where and how they wish to sit. Low, 
soft, indirect lighting is preferred over harsh ceiling lights. 

 Freedom from outside distractions and complete privacy are essential. Coffee and soft 
drinks are acceptable, but food can be distracting. For extended sessions when eating is 
required, the preferred procedure is to take a formal break for eating rather than incorporat-
ing the meal into group time. 

 When the group is meeting for many separate sessions, the same meeting room is recom-
mended as a consistent home base for security purposes. This does not rule out an occasional 
variation when appropriate or even necessary in order to change a set or introduce new 
stimulation. 

 Finally, group members should sit in a circle so that each member can view everyone fully. 
No obstructions should exist between members such as a table or a desk. Members should 
be close enough to reach out and touch each other if they choose but at the same time not 
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so close that they cannot shift body position without bumping someone. The aim of paying 
attention to these physical arrangements is to provide options for the integration of both 
intimacy and privacy. Virginia fi nds a classroom that is not in use during morning assembly. 
It has no windows, and although the door does not lock, she can place a “Do Not Disturb” 
sign on the door to discourage interruptions. 

 One issue that must be considered along with group setting is group size. To promote 
maximal interaction effectiveness in the group, the number of members should not exceed 
9 or 10 for adolescent and adult groups. Groups for children would normally include 
fi ve or six members. Also, the minimum number for adults should not be fewer than fi ve 
members. This number provides enough people to tap the resources of the group dynamic 
while at the same time keeps the group small enough to allow closeness and intimacy. With 
numbers larger than 10, the group leader has diffi culty in attending to all group members. 
Many transactions will be lost simply because time is not suffi cient for all to become 
involved. An unrealistically small number in the group can create unwanted artifi cial pres-
sures to respond and participate. Virginia is unsure how many girls will be interested in 
her group. She decides that she will aim for eight members but will hold the group with 
a minimum of four. 

 An effective confi guration in a workshop or training setting is for large groups to be 
brought together in one assembly for the didactic or instructional phases of the program and 
then dispersed into small groups with an individual group leader for intra- and interpersonal 
development. 

 In addition to these concerns, if you are in private practice or in an agency, you will also 
have to consider cost of the group. You will also need to decide what type of group fi ts best 
with your plan (psychoeducational, counseling, etc.) and what leadership style and format 
(one leader or co-leader) you will use for your group. 

 Step 4: Marketing and Recruiting 

 The specifi cs that were organized in Step 3 allow you to begin marketing and recruiting for 
your group. Your setting largely dictates your strategy for this step. For example, Virginia 
might create bulletins asking for participation in her group and hand them out to female 
students. She might personally approach students who she feels would work well within the 
group. She could also ask for teacher referrals to the group. Counselors in private practice 
may solicit from other practitioners in agencies, schools, or hospitals or cull clients from their 
own individual practices. We encourage counselors to develop brochures that advertise the 
group in an attractive manner. For one author (KAF), the skill of making a brochure was 
so overwhelming that many group ideas died on the vine at the marketing stage. With the 
excellent software programs available, this step has become much easier. In fact, I even require 
my graduate group students to work through these four steps as a class assignment (complete 
with brochure!). 

 Good recruiting and marketing allow you to reap the rewards of the hard work you 
have done in the previous steps. As a result of this work, you will begin to get calls 
from clients interested in your group. Your instinct will be to instantly begin group, to 
take whomever walks through the door. Caution! Your work has only begun, and we 
encourage you not to let excitement interfere with good judgment. The next phase, the 
pre-group interview, is just as important, if not more so, than any other activity you will 
do in the life of your group. 
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 Step 5: Pre-Group Interview 

 Group processes, as such, are not automatically therapeutic. Just as in individual, one-to-one 
relationships, the group can be for better or for worse. One of the major variables, perhaps 
the most crucial, is the group leader. The leader is primarily responsible for structuring the 
group and engineering the dynamics in such a way as to promote positive growth in group 
members. Any group leader who has taken the time to hone interpersonal skills so that he or 
she is a constructive helper has the right and responsibility to create the conditions before and 
during the group that will maximize the potential for a constructive, growing experience. 
Group leaders owe it to themselves to do everything they can to ensure a successful outcome. 

 One of the most important tasks that can help facilitate a successful group is the pre-group 
interview. The ethical codes and best practices standards of the American Counseling Asso-
ciation (ACA, 2007), the Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW, 2007), and the 
American Group Psychotherapy Association (AGPA, 2007) all note the vital role of screening 
in group work. 

 Screening interviews do take considerable time, but the information helps the leader and 
member decide if there is a good fi t for the group. It also provides a way for the group leader 
to create some momentum for the group and identify and even work out some potential 
problems that could interfere with the progress of the group. Ideally, all of these activities are 
taken care of in a one-on-one meeting prior to the beginning of the group. 

 Following is a list of essential tasks that should be accomplished in a pre-group interview: 

 1.  Assess the potential member’s readiness for a group experience . The potential 
group member should have good motivation for change and an expectation of success. 
A good way to explore readiness is to discuss the potential member’s expectations about 
the group and compare the answers to the expected group goal. Incongruence between 
member goals and group goals either can be remediated or the member can be referred 
to another source of treatment. Consider the following dialogue: 

 COUNSELOR: Tell me what you would like to get out of this group. 
 CLIENT: I think I need some specifi c skills on how to better discipline my two sons. I have a 

14-year-old and 8 year-old, both completely out of control. 
 COUNSELOR: So, you feel you need a group that would teach you specifi c techniques for 

managing both. 
 CLIENT: Yes, I am feeling pretty lost and inadequate. 
 COUNSELOR: I hear that sense of confusion, but also hope that you will learn something that 

will make a difference. 
 [If this group was a psychoeducational group focusing on broad application skills, 

then this member would be a good fi t, and the interview could proceed to assessing the 
next steps. However, if the group were for a specifi c developmental focus of parenting, 
the interview would need to assess the client’s desire to attend a group with that more 
narrow focus. If the group was a counseling group, then the interviewer would need to 
clarify, and the interview might end with the client being referred to a more appropriate 
group. The remaining dialogue provides an example of what that might be like.] 

 COUNSELOR: It seems you are defi nitely looking for tools. I’m a little concerned because this 
particular group, while focused on parenting issues, is more about exploring the self of 
the parent. The members will not necessarily be learning tools to use with their children 
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as much as they will be learning about who they are as parents. All this learning will be 
done primarily through discussions with other parents and identifying strengths, chal-
lenges and patterns that make up each person’s parenting identity. 

 CLIENT: That sounds great, but not really what I thought it was going to be. 
 COUNSELOR: I got that sense too, and it’s not really what you feel you need. 
 CLIENT: Right. 
 COUNSELOR: Well, that’s why these meetings are so important, so you don’t waste your time 

and get to a place where you get your needs met. I have three group referrals here that 
are psychoeducational groups designed to teach strategies for all developmental levels. I 
will give you this information, and you can contact them and see if they fi t your goals. 

 2.  Select as group members persons who are maintaining at least one mini-
mal primary interpersonal relationship . Having signifi cant relationships outside 
of group benefi ts the member in two important ways. First, it decreases the need to 
rely on the group for needs better met outside of group. Often, potential members will 
believe that groups will be a great place to meet friends or dating partners. Loneliness 
and isolation are issues best treated in individual counseling, where the person can learn 
the skills necessary to make connections. Without outside support, the member has a 
greater likelihood of becoming dependent on the group for social or intimate needs. 
Next, the goal of group is to create new ways of interacting in interpersonal relation-
ships. Having relationships outside of group is necessary for the practice and transition 
of these group skills to life skills. Without outside support, there will be no outlet for 
the member to practice new ways of being. 

 3.  Select only persons who have relative absence of pathology or problems too 
extreme for group members to deal with . This factor, combined with No. 2, 
would indicate the need for a referral to individual therapy until such time as the poten-
tial member could profi t from a group experience. Even in cases in which the group is 
specifi c to the treatment of certain diagnoses (i.e., groups that focus on major depression 
or schizophrenia), the members will benefi t the most from group through a team-based 
approach that includes individual, group, and family therapies combined with psychiat-
ric assessments and medication maintenance. Specifi cally, personality characteristics that 
impede interpersonal connection, such as intense hostility, low frustration tolerance, and 
paranoia, are commonly screened out of most groups (Riva et al., 2000). 

 4.  Determine the potential member’s “fi t” in the group . Ideally, the total group 
would be fairly heterogeneous in terms of personality dynamics. This will allow for 
greater creativity in problem solving and provide a wider range of interactional possibili-
ties. This is especially important when groups are organized around common problems 
such as traffi c violations, alcoholism, divorce, domestic violence, or substance abuse. 

 5.  Establish ground rules and primary expectations . In a pre-group interview, 
a helpful procedure is to review some of the primary expectations with prospective 
group members. An effi cient way to do this is to simply print a statement or list on 
a single sheet of paper so that the group member can look them over before the fi rst 
meeting. Where an interview is not possible, this should be a primary agenda at the fi rst 
meeting. Minimal rules and expectations would include the following: 
  •   Attend sessions regularly and on time . For groups to work, membership needs 

to be consistent. Unlike individual counseling, where the client’s absence only 
impacts the growth of the client, the group member’s absence impacts the individual 
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and the group as a whole. During the group preinterview, it is good practice to have 
potential members take out their daily schedule and look at the group time for the 
entire time the group will be meeting and see if their schedule is free. If not, it may 
not be a good time for them to start group. When accepting membership, the new 
group member should respect the time of the leader and the other group members 
by observing time frames carefully. The group leader also will fi nd advantages in 
starting and stopping each group session promptly. This helps create an atmosphere 
of work and also allows the members to plan their out-of-group time effi ciently. 

  •   Maintain confi dentiality . This is absolutely crucial to group development, and a 
concrete understanding needs to be obtained on the part of each group member. 
Talking outside the group in any form should be discouraged, and talking about the 
group and its members to nongroup participants should not be allowed. With this 
requirement, group members can at least have an assurance of bureaucratic-type trust 
that opens the possibility of developing psychological trust at deeper levels. 

  •   Listen carefully to other group members . In order to earn the right to share 
oneself with the group, each member has the responsibility to tend carefully to other 
members while they are the focus of attention. This increases respect and allows for 
practice of attending skills. 

  •   Be honest, concrete, and open in discussing problems . The group member 
can expect to get back from the group about what he or she is willing to invest in 
it. All groups offer the opportunity for members to function as both helpers and 
members. Groups tend to develop most helpfulness when a commitment is present 
on the part of members to be as genuine and frank as possible. 

  •   Set concrete goals for self-growth . The group members should demonstrate a 
willingness to profi t from the group experience by actively seeking clearer focus on 
solutions to problems. These should be stated in terms of goals for self. Work toward 
growth increases dramatically, within and without the group, when individuals have 
set obtainable goals. 

 SUMMARY 

 Creating a group from scratch can be a daunting process that paralyzes many practitioners. 
This chapter provides a step-by-step model for the process needed to initiate a group while 
attending to all of the elements necessary to increase the probability that your group will be 
a success for you and your members. The last step in the process, the pre-group interview, 
was discussed as a vital step to ensure the group members you have in your group are a good 
fi t. Careful attention to each step in the process will have you and your group members well 
prepared to address the issues of process and development outlined in the next chapter. 
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 Few can foresee whither their road will lead them, till they come to its end. 
 J.R.R. Tolkien 

 After the group leader has attended to the details involved in getting a group started, atten-
tion can be turned to providing constructive leadership for the group. Our position is that 
no single leadership style automatically ensures successful group outcomes. Leaders approach 
the group with many different personality types and theoretical orientations. Seemingly, the 
leader’s ability to integrate his or her leadership skills into a consistent personal style provides 
the most benefi t for the group and its members. 

 The group leader needs to be in a continuing process of personal actualization and integra-
tion, which is behaviorally demonstrated through a calm self-confi dence and self- acceptance. 
The leader must be able to communicate to group members high levels of acceptance, empa-
thy, and warmth and to take calculated risks in disclosing self behaviorally and vertically 
through interpersonal immediacy. 

 This chapter explores common stages of group development. These stages provide group 
leaders with a somewhat predictable backdrop for the formation of group dynamics, a rough 
road map of where the group “should” be headed if things are going well. We also explore 
various methods of evaluating leadership skills and group progress. 

 STAGES OF GROUP DEVELOPMENT 

 Developmental phases within a group are rarely autonomous and freestanding but tend to 
overlap with boundaries that frequently are fuzzy. Most writers in the fi eld of group counsel-
ing and group psychotherapy have identifi ed stages of group development, but they tend to 
grow from observation and clinical experience rather than from hard data. Because of the 
number of variables involved and the diffi culty in controlling the variations, the number of 
systematic research studies involving group development is small. 

C H A P T E R 

 9 

 MAINTAINING A GROUP :  PROCESS 
AND DEVELOPMENT 



110 MAINTAINING A GROUP

 What evidence we do have seems to suggest that groups develop in a cyclical fashion, that 
is, issues are reexamined in the group but at progressively deeper levels of perspective. Yalom 
(1995) provided a good overview of prevailing clinical descriptions of group sequences, and 
yet because individual group members have an enormous impact on group development, the 
portrayal of developmental sequences in any group is highly theoretical. General develop-
mental stages can be thought of as major themes that are complicated by the unpredictability 
of interpersonal interaction. 

 Although bearing in mind the circular nature of group development, we generally see 
groups sequence through three major stages that encompass several minor phases. Also 
good to remember is that not all members will be at the same stage at the same time, and 
because each phase represents mastery over individual and group developmental tasks, some 
members, and some groups, will never progress through the entire sequence. In general, 
however, healthy and cohesive groups tend to follow a similar developmental scheme to the 
one presented here. 

 PRECOMMITMENT STAGE 

 Phase One: Initial Testing of Group Limits 

 In the beginning stages of a new group, members can be expected to experience a certain 
amount of anticipatory anxiety. Although some group anxiety can be helpful because it can 
lead to productivity, high degrees of unspecifi ed anxiety can be counterproductive to the 
group. The more “group naive” the new members are, the more likely that anxiety will be 
present because of a general uncertainty of direction and purpose. At deeper levels, group 
members may be questioning their own ability to handle intensifi ed interpersonal relation-
ships. Initially, most group members will experience some degree of unspecifi ed anxiety that 
usually relates to an uncertainty about the present and future. 

 Behaviorally, members will tend to fall back upon learned social behaviors that have 
worked well for them in the world in general. They will tend to activate their own prejudices, 
stereotypes, categorizations, and statuses in an attempt to bring some kind of cognitive order 
to the group. Some members will become very verbally active, and others will be silent and 
withdrawn. This period of becoming acquainted is characterized by covert testing of the 
leader, other members, and the group in general. 

 Confusion, uncertainty, and ambiguity may typify the group in the beginning as mem-
bers attempt to adjust to a new and strange situation. Irrelevant topics and issues and avoid-
ance of sustained work can be characteristic of the group as members become accustomed 
to being together. 

 The major issues in this initial stage involve the resolution of purpose and boundaries. 

 PRECOMMITMENT STAGE AND THE QUESTION OF STRUCTURE 

 Probably the chief concerns of the beginning group counselor are: 

 • How do I start the fi rst session? 
 • What should I say? 
 • What will we talk about? 
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 • Should I offer the group a topic to discuss? 
 • What group techniques can I use? 

 These are questions counselors often ask themselves again and again as that fi rst group coun-
seling session draws near. 

 Most experienced group counselors have discovered that the question of how to 
structure the fi rst session, and succeeding sessions as well, is more of a concern to the 
counselor than to the members. Such questions also suggest that the counselor may 
be accepting too much responsibility for the group and thus depriving members of the 
opportunity to struggle with the responsibility of creating a group in which they are 
willing to invest themselves in the process of exploring what is of primary concern to 
each member. This is not to suggest, however, that complete absence of structure must 
or should exist. 

 Counselors often avoid what they perceive to be structuring in order to adhere to 
a particular counseling approach. What is frequently overlooked is the fact that some 
structuring is evident in all groups. When the counselor explains to the group what group 
counseling is, he or she is structuring. The topic of discussion in group counseling is 
also structured to an extent, in that most group counselors are more likely to respond to 
the feelings they sense in members rather than the expressed verbal content. Likewise, 
determining when the group will meet, what general topics will be discussed, the impor-
tance of keeping confi dences, and the setting of limits when necessary are all examples of 
structuring found in most groups. Appropriate structuring can be facilitative to a group; 
overstructuring, whereby the counselor becomes the teacher, or adherence to rigid rules 
can interfere with the therapeutic developmental process inherent in groups. Recognition, 
therefore, that some degree of structuring exists in all groups results in a shift of focus. The 
question becomes not whether to structure but how to select the kind of structuring that 
will be most appropriate to the group. 

 One position on structuring is that greater responsibility for self, a goal of most group 
counseling experiences, can be facilitated by allowing group members to contend with 
previous questions and to make some decisions for themselves. Another position on struc-
turing is that some groups may not be ready to assume such complete responsibility. 
Possibly the members may need some assistance in learning how to work together and 
to conduct productive group discussions if they have had no previous group counseling 
experience or have not been exposed to small-group discussions in other settings such as 
their classrooms. For example, students do not immediately become effective group mem-
bers simply because they are placed in a counseling group. Some structuring, therefore, 
may be helpful in the initial session. Structuring does not necessarily imply a “takeover” 
role for the counselor. Structuring may be helpful in assisting the group to get started in 
those typically awkward fi rst few minutes of the initial session. In addition, structuring also 
may help the counselor to approach the experience with more self-confi dence, which is a 
prerequisite to the development of a cohesive group. High anxiety levels on the part of the 
counselor often contribute directly to the dysfunctioning of a group. This is especially true 
of groups in which the counselor is reluctant to confront and reveal his or her own anxiety 
to the group. Failure to do so may be perceived by members as the counselor saying to the 
group, “In here, we don’t talk about feelings,” that is, structuring the relationship whether 
or not the counselor intended to do so. 
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 Structuring for Members 

 The initial structuring in the fi rst session might go something like the following excerpt 
from a school counselor’s comments during the fi rst few minutes of a new group: 

 Well, everyone is here, so we can get started. We all know each other, and we all know 
why we’re here. Each one of you is concerned about your progress in school. Your grades 
aren’t what you would like them to be, and you decided to come to this group because 
you want to work on that problem. There may be other problems or concerns we all share 
or that you feel the group can help you with. If there are, it is your responsibility to let us 
know about what you are concerned. It is our responsibility to work together to help each 
other and ourselves fi nd out some of the reasons for the diffi culty, and what we can do. 

 We’ll be meeting in this room every Tuesday at this time for the next 10 weeks. While 
we’re together in this group, you can say anything you want. Whatever is said is just for us 
and is not to be told to anyone outside the group. I will not talk to your teachers, parents, 
or the principal or anyone about what goes on here. I’m here to work with you. I don’t 
have a lot of answers to give you, but together perhaps we can work something out that 
will be helpful to all of us. 

 At least three alternatives exist at this point in the process of structuring: 

 1. The counselor may say, “It’s normal to be anxious about the beginning of this process. 
I know I am feeling a little anxious; excited about the potential. Let’s go around the 
group and have each person talk a little about your own level of anxiety and hope you 
might have for this group.” 

 2. The counselor may ask, “What else do we need to get cleared up, and what questions 
might you have about the group?” and then move on to the fi rst question. 

 3. The counselor could say, “Other groups have found it helpful to go around the circle 
and have each person tell the group what they are concerned about and how they think 
the group can help. Who would like to begin?” 

 Counselor Self-Structuring 

 The beginning group counselor might fi nd some self-structuring such as the following 
reminders helpful in his or her efforts to facilitate group interaction. 

 • Be patient. Wait for responses to questions. Members need time to think about what 
they want to say. 

 • Help members to interact with each other by clarifying similarities and differences in 
what members are saying. 

 • If a member or several members seem to be confused, ask another member of the group 
to summarize what he or she thinks the speaker has been saying. 

 • Recognize that you, as the counselor, are not the authority. You don’t have all the 
“right” answers. Help members to respond to each other. “Mark, you’re talking to 
Ruth, but you’re looking at me. Can you tell her?” 
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 • Avoid being the answer source. If the counselor is asked for an opinion, refer the ques-
tion to the whole group by saying, “What do the rest of you think?” 

 • Determine who is doing the most talking. If it is the counselor, he or she may be trying 
too hard to teach everyone something. 

 • Try to determine what the central theme of the discussion is and respond to that. 
 • Pull things together for the group by verbally linking what one member says with what 

another member has said if it seems to fi t or be related. 
 • Listen to the feeling tones behind the words and respond to this inner depth rather than 

just to the words you hear. 

 If the counselor attempts to jump the group ahead in order to avoid the initial process 
of struggling together, the group may never feel safe enough with each other to relate the 
awkward and confused feeling many members experience. The experience of struggling 
together provides a degree of equality among members as they fi gure out what to do with 
the uncertainty. They are in the same boat of anxiety as they try to develop a sense of relat-
ing to one another. Individuals want to look up at the other faces but cannot. Something 
will not let them. For the counselor to remain completely inactive at this point would seem 
to provide an absence of structure but may in fact be structuring to such an extent as to 
be perceived by members as an indication that such feelings are inappropriate. Responding 
to such feelings, however, conveys to the group that this is a place where talking about self 
and feelings is acceptable. Such a move on the part of the counselor also says to the group, 
“I’m a person who is sensitive to what you feel, and I’m willing to face those feelings openly 
with you.” For most members, this kind of structuring is a profound experience: “Hey, she 
really hears me.” 

 The kind of structuring discussed here allows a great deal of freedom permissiveness within 
the group and at the same time provides a framework within which the group can begin to 
function. If structuring is handled properly, a facilitative relationship will be established that 
provides the freedom and security necessary for growth-promoting self-exploration. 

 Limitations of Structuring 

 Structuring may initially prevent group members from experiencing the responsibility 
of determining what content will be important in the group. Also, experientially learn-
ing how to cope with the anxiety and frustration of ambiguous situations is precluded. 
An additional concern is that the introduction of new topics or areas of focus for each 
meeting, as is recommended when strictly following some structural programs, may break 
the continuity of the discussions from meeting to meeting or prevent group members 
from introducing their own immediate concerns. However, our experience has been that 
group members, regardless of initial structuring, will move quickly to assert their own 
needs for determining purpose and what is to be discussed. This usually occurs within 
three to fi ve sessions and seems largely a result of group members having learned how 
to function together, which in turn promotes a feeling of self-confi dence and trust in 
the group. Therefore, it is essential that the group facilitator be sensitive to the group’s 
movement away from the structured focus and remain open as the group explores areas 
of spontaneous concern. 
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 Phase Two: Tentative Self-Disclosure and Exploration 

 In this second phase, members become increasingly sensitive to the power in the group for 
potential acceptance or rejection; members want to be known and accepted for the person 
they are but are faced with the prospect of having to risk sharing some part of themselves 
(usually a feeling, unexpected personal data, or a reaction to a member) in order to ascertain 
the level of acceptance. Therefore, self-disclosures at this stage are rather tentative and explor-
atory in nature. In ambiguous situations, members will seek self-defi nition and personal status 
within the group. Leadership struggles are common at this stage as members explore power 
alliances and attempt to control and infl uence group direction. Personal attitudes and values, 
after an initial suspension, begin to emerge and crystallize. Although the verbal rate may be 
high, with some members attempting to keep interaction going smoothly and continuously, 
the content remains relatively superfi cial and issue oriented. 

 A general tendency is present to protect the leader and other group members from criti-
cism and attack coupled with a generalized anxiety related to the prospect of increased inti-
macy with others. Mini-affi liations tend to occur here in an attempt to form mutual support 
subgroups. At this point, real differences in interpersonal styles become apparent, particularly 
between those who are assertive and independent as opposed to those who project an image 
of dependency and passivity. Members’ typical interpersonal styles will surface in accordance 
with the ambiguity of the situation and will become a valuable source of information for the 
leader. Feelings, behaviors, and styles that members have learned in other relationships and in 
families of origin are often the modes used in relating to the group. 

 Also, at this point, group members adopt roles that tend to set up a series of expectations 
by other group members. The chronic rescuer, resident comedian, and hostile attacker, to 
name but a few, have an opportunity to display their behavioral preferences to the group. 
These roles and labels can be comfortable initially because they give the group defi nition and 
expectations, whereas at later stages they obviously can hinder individual growth if group 
members covertly “force” a member to remain in the formerly defi ned role. 

 Through the primary self-disclosures and behavioral expressions associated with this devel-
opmental stage, members begin to learn more about each other, the leader, and themselves, 
and, using data available, make some initial commitment to a personal level of involvement 
in the group. 

 It is during this stage of group development that cohesion begins to be important. As 
the group members begin to share more intimate aspects of self, a connection often forms 
among the members. This connection, known as  cohesion , acts as a facilitating force to help 
the group continue on its developmental journey. If a high level of interpersonal freedom is 
a desired atmosphere in the group, seemingly the group leader should give the development 
of cohesiveness, rapport, and trust a high priority, particularly in the initial stages of group 
development. Group leader–facilitated conditions of personal involvement in the group, 
a focus upon the expression of feelings, a safe and secure atmosphere in the group, and 
interaction among members appear to be the process variables that lead to solidarity and 
interpersonal trust. 

 Although we feel that no such thing as a totally unconditional relationship exists, group 
leaders are well advised to establish a free and permission-giving climate in the early phases 
of the group. The resultant core of cohesiveness serves as a building block or base of trust 
that allows increasing behavioral conditionality in later group stages when the primary focus 
moves from the establishment of an initial feeling of comfort to a more problem-solving 
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orientation. Marmarosh et al. (2005) noted that cohesion’s true value extends beyond the 
confi nes of the group session. Cohesive groups will internalize the group experience and 
carry the feelings of connection and the resultant changes outside of the group and into their 
everyday lives. The seeds of cohesion are sowed in the Precommitment stage and may be fully 
realized as the group develops into the Commitment stage. 

 The transition from Precommitment to Commitment stage is best characterized by the 
experience of confl ict within the group. Confl ict is a natural evolution of the relationships 
with the group as members become more “real” and are ready to take the risk for deeper 
intimacy rather than superfi cial and safe connection. Intimate relationships are able to toler-
ate different perspectives and opinions, and groups, in order to develop, must experience 
this as well. Often, the fi rst target of confl ict is the leader, as she or he is the safest person in 
the room, perceived as the one who can best handle the tension. Greason (2011) explained, 
“Hostility toward the leader may take the form of explicit attacks on the leader’s character, 
competence, or methods” (p. 111). Group leaders must be ready to respond to the confl ict in 
a nondefensive manner. How the group leader resolves the confl ict will set the norm for how 
the group handles confl ict as the group develops. Consider the two case dialogues: 

 Confl ict Example 1 

 PAULINA: I have to be honest, I’m getting very frustrated with group. 
 LEADER: Tell us more about your frustration. 
 PAULINA: What you are doing right there! You aren’t helping us move and get better. You 

just say stuff like “It sounds like you are angry” and “Tell me more about that.” That’s 
not helping! 

 LEADER: So, you are angry with me for not helping you more. 
 PAULINA: Yes! Isn’t it your job to make us do something? 
 LEADER: That’s a great question and I’m not sure I have the answer, but I am certainly hearing 

that you want me to be doing something more to help you and the group. If things were 
different, what would you be seeing? 

 PAULINA: I don’t know. I guess I expected you to know that. 
 LEADER: Well, I see some head nods around the group. I am wondering if other people could 

share their frustrations with the process and what they would like to see different? 
 JENNIFER: I feel that frustration too, more like a restlessness. Like Paulina, I really don’t know 

what to do about it except just get more frustrated. 
 SARAH: Yeah, I actually thought about skipping group today, but I knew that wasn’t the way 

to solve it. 
 LEADER: What is the way in your opinion? 
 SARAH: To come and talk about it. 
 LEADER: Great idea, and that’s what we are doing! It’s OK to be frustrated, and we want to 

be able to process those types of feelings in group. So, let’s keep seeing if we can learn 
more about it. 

 Confl ict Case 2 

 PAULINA: I have to be honest, I’m getting very frustrated with group. 
 LEADER: Tell us more about your frustration. 
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 PAULINA: What you are doing right there! You aren’t helping us move and get better. You 
just say stuff like “It sounds like you are angry” and “Tell me more about that.” That’s 
not helping! 

 LEADER: Well, I’m trying to help you now, but you are being hostile. 
 PAULINA: Hostile? I’m not being hostile. I’m trying to get help and you suck so bad at group, 

you can’t do anything! 
 LEADER: Now see, that’s what I mean by hostile. Attacking me isn’t going to help anything. 

In fact, it reminds me of the pattern you have with your father. 
 PAULINA: Oh, shut up! That’s ridiculous. I’m not even in this group for my relationship with 

my dad. I’m here to learn parenting strategies. Why are you even bringing that up? I 
seriously don’t think you know what the hell you are doing. 

 LEADER: I have facilitated groups for over 10 years and have been evaluated very highly by 
past clients. 

 PAULINA: I bet you aren’t even a real doctor. Where did you go to school? 
 LEADER: No, I am not a doctor. I am a licensed psychotherapist. 
 PAULINA: See, I knew it. 

 The differences between Case 1 and Case 2 are probably apparent. In Case 1, the leader 
is the target of confl ict but maintains a nondefensive and curious attitude. The leader uses 
group-oriented language—“Tell us”—and moves to elicit feedback from the group as soon 
as is appropriate. The leader also validates the member’s feelings while also including the 
member in sharing responsibility for change. In Case 2, the leader responds defensively and 
tries to place all the focus on the member. The leader fails to validate any of the member’s 
feelings and gets into a power struggle with the client over credentials. Also, in Case 2, the 
leader does not connect with the group, so the other members are left as spectators to this 
unfortunate display. 

 Leaders who are able to demonstrate good confl ict-management skills when confl ict natu-
rally arises in group will provide a much-needed experience of safety within the group. The 
group can conclude, “In this group, we don’t have to agree with each other all the time. We 
can have strong feelings and are encouraged to share those with the group. In fact, doing 
so makes our relationships deeper, and our ability to learn and grow increases.” In contrast, 
group leaders who do not provide good modeling for confl ict resolution have a greater prob-
ability of paralyzing the group in this stage of development, inhibiting the group’s ability to 
move forward into the Commitment stage. 

 COMMITMENT STAGE 

 Phase Three: Depth Self-Exploration and Understanding 

 As the group progresses through its life, a subtle but discernible movement takes place away 
from the initial concerns involving purpose and power to an increasing involvement with 
issues of interpersonal affi liation and intimacy. The issue of closeness will be, in some mea-
sure, a major focus for the remainder of the group’s life. 

 During this phase the pattern becomes clear that the group has resolved issues of rules 
and procedures and is beginning to develop its own unique style. Standards and norms may 
become apparent that are unique to the group and may not conform to those outside of the 



MAINTAINING A GROUP 117

group. An insider/outsider feeling may develop, and expressions and behaviors that reinforce 
we-ness are more prevalent. 

 More focus is on “here-and-now” transactions in the group and on concerns unique 
to the group, with an increasing disregard for those outside of the group. Even low-status 
members of the group will be included in intimate exchanges so as to at least preserve the 
illusion of cohesiveness and solidarity. 

 Problems of power become more up-front and readable and are dealt with in a more 
constructive, conscious, and immediate manner. The leader typically becomes more confron-
tational of behavior and serves as the person with a high reality orientation. Informal leaders 
within the group begin to reemerge without threat to the group. 

 Group members themselves begin to “check out” or test their perceptions and assump-
tions about self and others. A higher rate exists of interpersonal risk taking and depth of 
self-exploration and disclosure not present earlier. Interactions between members become 
more intensive and feeling dominated. 

 Finally, at this stage, group members begin to demonstrate more helping skills as they 
become involved with each other as well as self. 

 Phase Four: Commitment to Change and Growth 

 At this level is an unspoken but more apparent commitment to mutual help and sup-
port. The atmosphere of the group takes on a more relaxed and informal tone. Evidence 
appears of a good deal more interpersonal acceptance and egalitarianism, while at the 
same time a tougher, more demanding orientation to reality becomes apparent. The 
leader, although not withdrawing, will be able to share more responsibility and facilita-
tion with group members as they begin to exhibit less defensiveness and more helping 
skills. The leader will notice group members modeling empathic responses and attempt-
ing to generate new insights. 

 Phase Five: Working Toward Increased Personal Effectiveness 

 This is clearly the most productive stage in the life of the group. Most early concerns and 
developmental tasks have been resolved and mastered. Respect levels are high as group mem-
bers engage in less “rescuing” behavior. Also apparent is a decrease in aggression and more 
willingness to compromise on issues concerning the entire group. Group interactions are 
typifi ed by much more free association of feelings and thoughts and more frequent, open 
feeling statements and expressions. 

 More than an illusion of unity appears at this stage because group members become 
genuinely concerned about the welfare of each other. Missing members become a focal point 
because of an obvious change in group composition in their absence. The group begins to 
take on a life of its own that offers the necessary security for individual behavior change. 

 Group members at this level are approaching a self-therapist existence with increased 
self-awareness and insight. Self-confrontations are frequent because much more reliance 
upon self-evaluation and independence occurs. Group members now develop a personal 
autonomy, while at the same time the group itself is becoming interdependent. 

 Fantasies are discussed and shared, and group members become more demanding of others 
and themselves in a quest to discover unconscious motivators for behavior. Interpersonally, 
members begin to risk new ways of relating to one another. 
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 Phase Six: Preparing to Leave the Group 

 Clearly, the group that progresses through the foregoing stages offers levels of support, behav-
ioral reaffi rmation, interdependence, and an intensifi cation of feelings that are frequently 
missing, if not impossible to achieve, in the outside society. Equally clear is that the kind of 
natural high experienced in this setting can create problems of separation at termination. 

 A certain ambiguity of feelings can be anticipated that often approximates the grieving 
process. Leave-taking will produce denial and withdrawal in some and elation in others. 
Overriding these natural feelings of loss and anticipation should be a general optimism and a 
sense of completion. The group leader needs to take special care in dealing fully with feelings 
of anxiety associated with leaving the group. 

 TERMINATION STAGE 

 The ending phase or stage in the group counseling process is as potentially crucial to the 
growth and development of a group as is the beginning phase. It may seem contradictory to 
suggest that termination is a signifi cant part of the group’s development. However, develop-
ment in human-potential terms implies growth, and the ability of the group members to cope 
with, accept, and effectively explore the ending of signifi cant relationships is a higher order of 
group development. The dynamics of the process of termination, though, need not be limited 
to an exploration of the termination of relationship. To do so would restrict growth. According 
to Yalom (1995), termination is much more than an act signifying the end of the experience; 
it is an integral part of the group process and can be an important force in promoting change. 

 Perhaps the awareness of the ending of events, happenings, experiences, and relationships 
in the lives of individuals is what provides the substance for signifi cance and meaning. The 
very fact that there is a beginning implies that there will be an ending. Human experience 
consists of a series of beginnings and endings, and beginning again. This chapter begins and 
ends, and another follows. The day starts and ends so that another can begin. Semesters begin 
and end, and a new semester commences. Relationships also begin and end and are replaced 
by new relationships. Termination, then, is a part of a vital process. It is an ending, but that 
ending can become a beginning. 

 When dealt with openly, the impending termination of the group provides members 
with an opportunity to deal constructively with feelings of loss, to evaluate their own and 
each other’s growth, to identify areas in need of continued work, and to develop plans and 
direction for continuing without the group. An exploration, then, of how each member can 
utilize what has been learned becomes equally as signifi cant as learning to effectively cope 
with the ending of important relationships. 

 Determining When to Terminate 

 Closed Groups 

 Ordinarily, the majority of counseling groups in educational settings are closed groups; once 
they have begun, new members are not added. In such groups, the issue of when to terminate 
is usually not a problem because they typically meet for a predetermined number of sessions. 
Therefore, termination is a developmental phenomenon with which the whole group must 
deal. Some closed groups are formed without a fi xed ending date, and members of the group 
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are allowed to determine early in the group life how many sessions will be needed. Also, a 
closed group may begin with the understanding that they will meet for a determined num-
ber of times, usually six to eight sessions, and may at that time decide if additional sessions 
are needed. 

 Closed groups often conform to external circumstances, such as the ending of the semester 
or school year, which dictate when the group will terminate. Such natural stopping places 
seem to work well in most instances. The counselor must recognize, however, that prede-
termined termination may not provide an opportunity for the group to meet the needs of 
all members and that individuals may be terminating with varying degrees of readiness. 
The counselor should be open to helping some members join a new group or continue in 
individual counseling. 

 Open Groups 

 An open group accepts new members as individuals terminate, thus maintaining a consis-
tent size by replacing members as they leave. In such groups, the question of terminating 
the group is almost never the issue but rather when an individual member is ready to 
terminate. This is normally determined by the individual with the help of the counselor 
and the group. In open groups, termination is a recurring, extended, and comprehensive 
process. The exiting of members from the group and the assimilation of new members 
affect not only the dynamics of the group but also the process and level of cohesiveness. 
Therefore, the establishment of an open group is not recommended for inexperienced 
group counselors. 

 Additional variables affecting the group counseling process that the counselor must be 
aware of are readily apparent in the phases described by McGee et al. (1972) as typical of 
open groups: 

 • Questions arise about termination during the intake interview. Feelings emerge as other 
members leave the group. 

 • A member verbalizes a desire or intent to leave the group. 
 • A discussion ensues about the member’s plan to terminate and the potential effect on 

the member and the rest of the group. 
 • Discussion regarding the terminating member will occur during the next several ses-

sions, and the decision to terminate will be confi rmed. 
 • The terminating member attends his or her last group session. Separation occurs. 
 • The member’s leaving and the resulting implications are discussed periodically during 

the next few sessions. 
 • A new member enters the group. 

 Resistance to Termination 

 Reluctance to end a signifi cant experience and to say good-bye to individuals who have 
become important is a natural reaction and one to be expected. Because individuals may 
for the fi rst time have experienced this kind of close, intimate, caring relationship, they may 
face the ending of the group with a sense of loss and resistance. The continuing develop-
ment of maturity, independence, and responsibility is hindered, though, when resistance is 
prolonged. A criterion of maturity is the ability to let go when relationships change or end. 
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This willingness to turn loose fosters independence and self-responsibility in self and oth-
ers. Therefore, the counselor may need to help group members explore feelings related to 
termination of the group and the resulting ending of meaningful relationships and to engage 
in the process of turning loose. 

 The group counselor who anticipates resistance, anxiety, and dependence as probable reac-
tions to termination will be better prepared to respond appropriately. Frequently, groups 
avoid termination by enthusiastically requesting additional sessions beyond the predeter-
mined ending time. The counselor who is unaware of what is prompting the request may get 
trapped in such situations by his or her own need to be needed. In such situations, the coun-
selor should respond to the underlying feelings rather than the specifi c requests. Another 
typical manifestation of reluctance to end is in the planning of reunions. These, too, should 
be discouraged, because the group will not be able to achieve in a social setting that which 
has become so signifi cant to them in a therapeutic setting. In our experience of working with 
well over 200 groups, we know of only two groups following through on their insistence that 
“we’ll all get together again next semester.” 

 As the date of termination approaches, group members are frequently reluctant to continue 
the process of working and exploring. Explorations may become less intense and discussions 
more superfi cial because members are reluctant to introduce new topics. The unspoken atti-
tude of the group seems to be a message of “Well, after all, we have only two more sessions.” 
Our position is that an hour and a half in a counseling group can be profoundly productive, 
maximized far beyond the limits of time constraints by the intense nature of the therapeutic 
group. The counselor can help by verbalizing the reluctance sensed, raising the issue of 
termination, and stating his or her own expectations. 

 A crucial prerequisite to the effective facilitation of the termination process is the 
counselor’s personal willingness to come to terms with his or her own reactions and 
feelings about the ending of relationships. The counselor also has shared in the pain and 
happiness inherent in the development of the group. He or she, too, has invested in the 
growth of the organism that has become a cohesive unit. The group leader frequently has 
felt cared for, liked, needed, and helpful. Such signifi cant feelings are not easily given up. 
One of the most facilitative things the counselor can do at this point is to share openly 
with the group his or her feelings of reluctance to end the relationship. Confronting 
such feelings “opens the door” for group members to begin the process of turning loose 
and looking ahead to the possibility of new and equally meaningful relationships in their 
ongoing world. 

 Procedures for Termination 

 If the group members have not already indicated an awareness of the ending of the group 
counseling sessions, an important procedure is for the counselor to remind the group of the 
approaching last session at least two sessions prior to termination. Group members can then 
make their own decisions as to the investment needed to deal with unfi nished business. Intro-
ducing the matter of termination too early in the life of the group may result in members 
focusing their energy on the ending of the group and thus avoiding continuing to work on 
areas of initial commitment. 

 Procedures for terminating a group range from allowing the members to decide how they 
are going to terminate to the counselor initiating a discussion of feelings associated with the 
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ending of the group to structured exercises focusing on specifi c issues related to termination. 
Dies and Dies (1993) suggested that four tasks be addressed during termination: 

 1. Address any unfi nished business. 
 2. Set goals for what to do once treatment ends. 
 3. Consider treatment alternatives such as continuing counseling. 
 4. Explore the personal meaning of the end of the group for each member. 

 A slightly different approach is taken by Corey and Corey (2017). During the closing session, 
they emphasized a focused type of feedback by asking: 

 1. how members have perceived themselves in the group; 
 2. what the group has meant to them; 
 3. what confl icts have become more clear; 
 4. what, if any, decisions have been made. 

 Other members then give feedback about how they have perceived and felt about that person. 
Many practitioners agree that the leader should focus on the fact of termination in advance 
of the last session by initiating a discussion of how members feel about the group coming 
to an end and how they can utilize later the things learned in the group (Posthuma, 2002). 

 Communication exercises are useful in that they help members review and clarify experi-
ences and changes that have been made and provide encouragement to action. However, a 
potential problem exists with such exercises in that members too often may give only positive 
feedback when responding to the suggested questions, particularly if members have devel-
oped a deep, caring relationship. Some balance in what is shared can be structured by having 
members express additional feelings and reactions by responding to open-ended sentences 
having beginnings such as the following: 

 • My greatest fear for you is: 
 • My hope for you is: 
 • I hope that you will seriously consider: 
 • You block your strengths by: 
 • Some things I hope you will think about doing for yourself are: 

 In groups in which members have been unusually intense and constructively critical in 
their efforts to better understand themselves and to change, often no need will exist to be 
concerned about achieving balance in termination feedback. The crucial point seems to be 
that members utilize the last few sessions to continue the process of implementing what they 
have learned to do in previous sessions and that members continue to learn how to transfer 
these signifi cant learnings to their daily lives outside the group. 

 Other Stage Theories and Concepts 

 Group practitioners and researchers have long espoused various models to explain group 
behavior. Stage models allow instructors to teach about common group dynamics, students 
to gain an understanding and apply structure to those dynamics, and practitioners to assess 
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the progress of their groups. No single developmental model has been demonstrated to 
be superior to the others. In fact, most look strangely similar, with different names for the 
various dynamics. Although we have posited our own idea of what group development 
looks like, we also offer the following other developmental models for comparison (see 
 Table 9.1 ).     

 BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER: A GROUP EXAMPLE 

 This counseling group protocol features one of the authors (RCB) working with an initial 
group of college undergraduates. The original group was two hours in length. This protocol 
has been edited to include some instructional transactions and focuses on a few of the group 
members. 

  LEADER : Thank you for all coming. We’re all acquainted and have met before. I’m not aware 
of the reasons why each of you chose to participate in this experience, but that might be 
something you can think about for a minute. I would like for each of you to state briefl y 
what you would like to work on this afternoon in the limited time we have available. 
Give that some thought. [ Looks around group .] 

 The leader opens the group by welcoming the members, thanking them for their partici-
pation, and inviting them to participate in a brief go-around. This method encourages each 
member to become verbally involved in the group. When a person verbalizes in the initial 
session, there is a greater chance that the person will affi liate with the group in a positive way. 
It helps prevent a person from becoming verbally isolated. 

  Table 9.1  Models of Group Development 

Corey (2015) Tuckman & Jensen 
(1977)

Trotzer (2013)

Pre-group

Precommitment stage

1.  Initial testing of limits Initial stage Forming Security

2.  Tentative self Disclosure and 
exploration

Orientation and 
exploration

Acceptance

Commitment stage
3.  Depth self-exploration and 

understanding
Transition stage Storming Dealing with 

resistance

4.  Commitment to change and 
growth

Working stage Norming Responsibility

5.  Working toward increased 
personal effectiveness

Cohesion and 
productivity

Performing Work

6.  Preparing to leave group Final stage: 
consolidation and 
termination

Adjourning Closing

Postgroup
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  DONNA : I will. I’ve been real withdrawn the past couple of months. I’ve kept myself away 
from everything and everybody. The day the people came around and asked for volun-
teers for this group, I said to myself, “Do it!” This group is one way to . . . not really risk, 
but to just do something. I’ve been trying to motivate myself to get out and do things, 
but I always change my mind. 

  LEADER : So, for you, Donna, it’s like if you commit yourself to the group, you’re hopeful 
something good will come of it. 

 The leader refl ects content and feeling to connect with each initial comment of the 
members. 

  DONNA : I’m using this as a form of personal therapy. 
  LEADER : Good. OK. Thanks for sharing. 
  MIKE : I’m like Donna. I just needed to force myself to take a risk. I needed to do something 

where I wasn’t sure what to expect. I really like to know what’s going to happen [ laughs ]. 
This group is a challenge to myself. 

  LEADER : You’re testing some new behavior. This experience is different for you. 
  MIKE : Yeah. Exactly. 
  LEADER : Thanks, Mike. I appreciate you sharing that. 
  SCOTT : This semester is different for me because I’m not as busy as I usually make myself. I 

have more free time. This group is something that a year ago I would have said, “I don’t 
have time for that.” Now it’s perfect because I do have time. Along with the changes that 
are different in my life. Some things that are going on aren’t as safe or understandable as 
I’m used to. Maybe I was looking for a place to share some of that. 

  LEADER : Super. Having the time just to do something nice for yourself represents some 
growth. Thanks, Scott; I’m glad you’re here. 

  SCOTT : [ Nods and smiles. ] 
  JULIE : The second I heard about the group, I thought, “Extra credit for class. Thank God!” 

[ Laughter erupts among the members. ] Then I started thinking about it and how it was going 
to be group therapy, and I fi gured it was great. I would get extra credit and a place to talk. 

  LEADER : At fi rst, your motives were for yourself. [ Laughter and murmuring among the members. ] 
So it might be safe to say that you are here with some ambivalence, some mixed feelings. 

  JULIE : Not now! I had somewhere else to be, but I chose to commit to this. [ Looks away from 
leader .] 

  LEADER : And you feel good about this. 
  JULIE : Yes. 
  LEADER : To “commit to this,” to use your words. OK. Thanks, Julie. 
  JILL : My situation is similar to Mike’s in that I wanted to test myself and risk again. Once I 

fi nished my last group, my risk taking ended. I just wanted to make myself get back out 
and see what I could do. I like things to be very straightforward and certain [laughs], so 
to do this was to test that even though I didn’t know what was going to happen. 

 Notice that each person has the opportunity to express some issue or reason for attending 
the group. The leader will make a mental note of this while also paying attention to problems 
or situations that may require immediate group attention. 

  LEADER : OK. I sense that although this experience is a little scary, it’s almost something you 
think you should do or need to do. 
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  JILL : It’s very similar to that. This experience may start the adrenaline going again [ laughs ]. 
  LEADER : It’s exciting—or can be. [ Pause .] Jill, what’s missing in your life right now? 

 Leader probes a little deeper, which gives other members an opportunity to experience 
differing levels of focus. 

  JILL : I guess a little excitement and fi nding things to do that are fun for me. That may be 
why I’m here. 

  LEADER : Yes. That may very well be true. Kind of like Scott—just doing together something 
good for yourself. A few of you seem uncomfortable being selfi sh and just doing some-
thing for yourself. [ Nods among the members .] Thanks, Jill; I’m glad you’re here. 

 Connects group members—universality. 

  NANCY : I have several reasons for being here. One reason is that the group I was in was dif-
ferent. I wanted to see what group felt like with another group of people. A lot of this 
is risk taking. It makes me feel stronger. I was the type of child who would hide in the 
corner because I didn’t want to play. It was safer to be in the corner. Little did I realize 
that by hiding in the corner, people bugged me more. 

  LEADER : So by hiding, you actually drew more attention to yourself. 

 Although the leader agenda might be to encourage everyone to become verbally involved 
in the group, he or she also needs to remain sensitive to the possibility of a therapeutic 
moment presenting itself in the group. The leader senses that opportunity here with Curtis, 
who tends to be somewhat shy and withdrawn. The transaction with Curtis demonstrates 
how to bring behavior into the group in an immediate fashion. In this case, a behavioral 
contract is negotiated with Curtis, thereby involving the entire group in the process. 

  NANCY : Oh yeah! 
  LEADER : I’m glad you took the risk. My experience of you is that it would be easy for you to 

hold back and not volunteer, and you have to sort of push yourself. 
  NANCY : Yeah. [ Smiles and nods .] 
  CURTIS : I guess the reason why I came was to try to do something different from the ordinary 

routine I’m always in. 
  LEADER : Is there anything special that you might want from this group this afternoon? [Notice 

the shift from external, outside-of-group experience to here-and-now experience.] 
  CURTIS : Just to listen, I guess. 
  LEADER : OK. Who here knows you best, Curtis? [The leader does linking and encourage-

ment to provide feedback.] 
  CURTIS : I don’t know. 
  DONNA : I think Curtis is one of the hardest people in class to know. 
  CURTIS : Yeah, I mean I know some people from in class, but not really. 
  LEADER : Did you catch what Donna said? 
  CURTIS : Yeah, that I was hard to get to know. 
  LEADER : Can you give Curtis some more feedback? 
  DONNA : Curtis is pleasant, but a little unapproachable. 
  LEADER : Talk to Curtis. 
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 At this place, the leader encourages Donna to address her remarks directly to Curtis rather 
than talking “through” the leader. 

  DONNA : [ Laughs .] OK. I mean we can talk, but maybe it’s just in passing. Maybe we just don’t 
have time where we can get to know each other. I guess I haven’t had time to meet you. 
There are others I don’t know well. 

  LEADER : So it’s not just Curtis. 
  DONNA : No. 
  LEADER : And yet, at the same time, I heard you (Curtis) say that your style is to just hang back 

and be a listener. Underneath that style of being, what might be what you really want 
from people? 

  CURTIS : Just to listen, I think. 
  LEADER : So you are announcing to the group, “I’m where I want to be, don’t approach me”? 
  CURTIS : No. I want to be approached. 
  DONNA : I don’t understand when he says he just wants to listen. Does he mean he wants us 

to listen or he wants to listen to us? 
  LEADER : Ask Curtis. [ Group laughs .] 
  CURTIS : In the past, it seems no one has wanted to listen to what I had to say. Now, I’m get-

ting to where people actually want to listen. It’s more comfortable for me. It’s something 
I’m working on. 

  DONNA : Getting people to listen to you. 
  CURTIS : Yeah! Just to seem like they’re interested in what I have to say. 
  DONNA : I feel like that too sometimes. Maybe it’s not so much making people listen to me as 

it’s that I can’t control what other people do. I can only control myself. 
  CURTIS : Yeah, that’s true. 
  LEADER : In what you just said, Donna, is there a message in that for Curtis? 
  DONNA : Maybe he’s just doing what is not his responsibility to do. 
  LEADER : Yes, and at the same time I heard you (Curtis) say that “I’m kind of learning that 

people are listening to what I say.” It’s a new experience for you, so it feels different. 

 At this point, Donna’s feedback seems to liberate some energy in the group and sends a 
cross-transaction to Nancy. 

  CURTIS : Yeah. 
  LEADER : So a risk for you would be to say things and see yourself on an equal footing with 

everyone else in the group and to just take the risk. 
  CURTIS : Yeah, OK. 
  DONNA : On the fl ipside, since you have been quiet, when you do say something, I listen. 

Maybe I tend to listen to people who don’t talk that much. 
  NANCY : Yeah, when quiet people fi nally talk, I think it must be important. 
  SCOTT : [ to Nancy ] Yeah, that’s what I think about you. 
  LEADER : OK. In a normal group, Curtis, for two hours, how many times might you talk in 

a group? 
  CURTIS : Not very much. 
  LEADER : Can you put a number on it? 
  CURTIS : Two to three times at the most. 
  LEADER : Well, that’s not bad. 
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  CURTIS : Well, that’s like the best. 
  LEADER : So that’s a good day! [ Group laughs .] Just for today, would you be willing to contract 

with the group to respond at least fi ve times while we are together? 

 The contract negotiation takes on a somewhat lighter tone. The message is that this whole 
exercise can be fun and doesn’t need to be ponderously hard work. 

  CURTIS : OK. [ Smiles; nervous laughter in group .] 
  LEADER : You appear uncomfortable. Can you talk about your discomfort? 
  CURTIS : Sort of scared. Feel like going into new territory. 
  LEADER : OK, and when I said, “Five times,” you seemed to be getting a mental picture of 

yourself doing it. What was that picture? 
  CURTIS : It felt good. I could see myself talking. 
  LEADER : So you’re telling me it’s scary, but good. Sort of like going to the dentist. [ Laughter .] 

Is fi ve times OK with the group? [ Looks at Holly .] 
  HOLLY : I wanted to get back into a group because I had been going every week and all of a 

sudden it was over and I felt cut off. I missed group. 

 The go-around is continued with the fi nal member. 

  LEADER : What was the loss? Do you recall what the loss feels like? 
  HOLLY : I just looked forward to it. Group helped me out. 
  LEADER : How did it help out? How do you feel now, thinking about the group? 
  HOLLY : If I had anything that was bothering me, I could talk about it or just sit and listen. 
  LEADER : Is that not in your life right now? 
  HOLLY : Kind of. But not really, no. 
  LEADER : So for you, this group is a reconnection and at least an opportunity to get involved. 
  HOLLY : Yes. 
  LEADER : Great. Thanks. Did I touch base with everyone? OK. We’ve all mentioned some 

areas for change. Would anyone like to jump in and do some work? [ Silence followed by 
nervous laughter and murmuring .] 

 This is another transition point in the group, and the climate tenses slightly. The invitation 
to work signals a move to another level of interaction and disclosure. 

  DONNA : OK. This is good. That’s why I came: because I am withdrawn from everyone in my 
life right now and these people won’t let me. 

  LEADER : So “Thank you, Holly, for not letting me hide in the corner.” 
  DONNA : A lot of people in class just know when I’m withdrawn. 
  HOLLY : Like the card? 
  DONNA : Yes! Can I share that? [ Touches Holly .] 
  HOLLY : Sure! 
  DONNA : Holly sent me a little card that read, “I know something’s bothering you and I’m 

here for you.” No one at home in my family would have picked up on that. 
  LEADER : That must have been special. 
  DONNA : Yes. Very much so! [ Moderately long silence .] 
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  SCOTT : OK. I’ll say something [ nervous laughter ]. Like I said, I’m going through a lot of 
changes. I’m not really looking for an answer because I don’t know if there is one. For 
a few years now, I have been busy all the time. Group was the fi rst place that challenged 
why I was that way. After doing some thinking, I realized I didn’t enjoy being under pres-
sure all the time. Maybe I did it to feel needed. 

 Scott uses some time to talk about the growth he is experiencing in the way that he 
structures his time. His sharing is somewhat halting, careful, and cognitive. Because he is a 
sociometrically high-status person in the group, other members attempt to provide feedback 
and assistance. He gets good group support, and this is an opportunity for various group 
members to contribute to the dialogue. 

  LEADER : A place for yourself. 
  SCOTT : Yeah. I took the risk this semester to say “No” to things. It’s been hard. 
  LEADER : Yeah, it’s a change in the way you’re structuring your time. How has it been diffi cult 

for you, Scott? 
  SCOTT : I’m used to people calling me, asking for advice. Now that doesn’t happen. 
  LEADER : Are you aware of any feelings with that situation? 
  SCOTT : Sure. I guess lonely, but every time I think that, I say how stupid I am for thinking it. 
  LEADER : Oh, so you get to beat up on yourself too. [ Laughter in group .] 
  SCOTT : Yeah, I think of all the people I counsel who are really lonely. I have so many good 

things in my life. But the other night, I was sitting there and I just felt sad. I couldn’t 
pinpoint why. I usually don’t let myself feel that way. I wanted to talk to some people, but 
I didn’t want to blow my image by talking about my problems. 

  LEADER : So you’re not ready to get into that issue yet. 

 Leader, through accurate refl ections, begins to help Scott defi ne his level of comfortable 
self-disclosure in the group. 

  SCOTT : Yeah [ looks down ]. 
  LEADER : But you were willing to let yourself experience the sadness, and you survived it. 
  SCOTT : Yeah, I did. [ Smiles .] 
  LEADER : And that’s new for you. Do you think that by making your schedule so busy, you 

created a way to avoid dealing with some sadness? 
  SCOTT : Maybe, I guess, but not on purpose. I know the free time is good, but I still feel the 

urge to be constantly busy. 
  LEADER : You are still not sure what it’s about. 
  SCOTT : Yeah. I don’t know if there’s an answer. 
  LEADER : Does anyone have some insights into this . . . or observations? 

 Leader encourages feedback to foster cohesion within the group. 

  CURTIS : Yeah, I always need something to do. I never make time for myself. I know where 
you’re coming from. 

  SCOTT : Thanks. [ Silence .] 
  LEADER : What happens when you’re alone? 



128 MAINTAINING A GROUP

  SCOTT : I think about what I should be doing. [ Laughs .] I’m just talking about structure. 
Sometimes I just feel guilty if I just sit around. 

  LEADER : What does it mean for you, Scott, to just do nothing, to just relax or not accomplish 
anything? What pops into your mind? 

  SCOTT : Just there are a lot of people hurting and a lot of good that could be done. I can’t do 
that if I’m sitting around. 

  LEADER : Do you think that some of that need to help comes from your own pain? 
  SCOTT : Sure. Yeah. 
  LEADER : Have you looked at that? 
  SCOTT : I don’t know. Maybe I’ve tried to identify it. I don’t know why I do it. I guess it’s just 

the way I am. [ Laughs and looks out window .] 
  LEADER : Right now you’re feeling awkward and uncomfortable. You’ve taken some steps into 

some areas that you are not sure you want to get into. 

 Leader utilizes here-and-now group feedback as a confrontation. 

  SCOTT : Yeah. I don’t know. 
  LEADER : Can you talk about how you feel right now? 
  SCOTT : [ Deep sigh .] I really feel that [ silence ] maybe I’m wasting people’s time. [ Laughs .] Yeah. 

The whole time I’m talking, I’m telling myself that it’s not that bad, and I feel stupid for 
spending so much time. 

  JULIE : Surely someone has some real problems [ laughs ]. 
  LEADER : So to feel like you’re worth it is a big risk for you. I think you’re worth it, but you 

might want to check it out with others. 
  GROUP : You’re worth it. 
  LEADER : I think the sad part is that sometimes the rest of us are more convinced you are 

worthwhile than you are. 

 Leader utilizes here-and-now group feedback as a confrontation. 

  JILL : Maybe one thing you could do is to try to see where you fi t in all of your activities. 
Where are you? 

  SCOTT : Somewhere, I guess. [ Silence .] 
  HOLLY : I can see a change from last semester. You seem more relaxed. 
  LEADER : How does that look to you, Holly? 

 ENCOURAGES PERSONAL FEEDBACK. 

  HOLLY : I feel more comfortable around him because he made me feel guilty for hanging out. 
[ Laughs .] He made it seem like I didn’t do anything. 

  LEADER : So your experience is that when Scott is relaxed, he’s more comfortable for you to 
be around. 

  HOLLY : Yes. 
  LEADER : You’re getting some feedback, and you are aware of some changes. These changes 

have been very conscious on your part, and I applaud you for that because I don’t think 
it’s been easy. Do you feel more in control, a little bit better? 
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 It is becoming clear that Scott is not ready to delve into this issue at a deeper level, and the 
leader senses that it’s time to let it go for a while. 

  SCOTT : Yeah! 
  LEADER : More comfortable now that you are out of the spotlight. I like to work with people 

at their pace. If you are not ready today, that’s OK. I feel people work best when they 
want to and when they are ready; all you have to do is say so. 

  SCOTT : Thanks. 
  NANCY : Yeah! I always think someone else has something more important to say. 
  LEADER : I don’t believe that. 
  NANCY : Well, yeah, I tell myself it’s silly, but . . . 
  LEADER : What are you aware of needing in order to take risks? If you could construct a safe 

situation, what would it be like? 

 At this point, Nancy’s posture and expressions seem to indicate a willingness to do some 
tentative self-exploration. Notice how Nancy uses short, clipped sentences and questions to 
stay in personal control and attempt to shape the transactions. 

  NANCY : A lot of it is mental talk. You tell yourself you are going to trust these people and you’re 
not going to get anything unless you take the chance. So it’s basically convincing myself . . . 

  LEADER : That . . . 
  NANCY : That it’s OK. 
  LEADER : You said, “trusting these people,” so that would be part . . . 

 Trust and safety are continuous issues in any group. At this point, the leader uses the 
moment in the group to help Nancy work on her trust issues while encouraging group 
movement into more immediate, here-and-now changes. 

  NANCY : Yeah! Trust would be a big part of feeling safe. 
  LEADER : How do you feel about your trust of this group right here and now? 
  NANCY : In this situation? 
  LEADER : Yes. On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being “I trust this group completely” and 1 being no 

trust at all. 

 Bring the issue “into” the group and quantify it. This helps the issue become real and 
concrete. 

  SCOTT : Honestly. 
  NANCY : My mind tells me 9, but emotionally I don’t feel that safe. Probably a 6. 
  LEADER : Is it safe to say that when you feel emotionally at 6, it has to do less with these people . . . 
  NANCY : Oh yes! It’s all in me. 
  LEADER : Can you talk about the scary part, the 6 part? “I have trouble trusting sometimes 

because . . .” 
  NANCY : I have trouble trusting a lot of times because . . . well, it’s a lot of times really, because 

of my past. You could say I’ve been kicked in the teeth a lot [ deep breath ] when I’ve tried 
to trust. 
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 Nancy attempts to take the issue into the past, but the leader facilitates an emphasis on 
current experiences of the issue. 

  LEADER : You’re still feeling that pain. Still close to the surface. 
  NANCY : Yeah. Comes and goes. [ Brief silence .] 
  LEADER : Nancy, in your life right now, what are you missing because of that pain? What’s 

the price tag? 
  NANCY : Close relationships. It keeps me from getting close to some people. 
  LEADER : OK. Some people you could potentially get close to. 
  NANCY : Right. 
  LEADER : The lack of trust keeps you from those relationships. 
  NANCY : Yeah. [ Silence .] 
  LEADER : Who’s the easiest person in this room right now for you to trust? 

 Linking Nancy and Jill in an immediate encounter helps solidify what has been somewhat 
abstract. 

  NANCY : Probably Jill. We’ve been in group together and have seen each other open up. 
  LEADER : Jill, does that feel right to you? 
  JILL : Yeah, it really does. We have shared outside of group as well. I also feel we have some 

things in common, like holding on to our hurts. 
  LEADER : You’re holding on to some past hurts, too, so you can relate to what she’s saying. 

Would you like to help her with her hurts? 
  JILL : [ Nervous laugh .] I don’t know how to go about it. 
  LEADER : Well, maybe just being willing to encounter her pain and build on your relationship 

with Nancy. 
  JILL : [ Nods. ] 
  LEADER : Nancy, on that same 1-to-10 scale, would you look at Jill and tell her where you are 

in that relationship with her and the level of trust you feel with her? 

 Leader is consistent in use of scale to explore experience. 

  NANCY : About an 8. 
  LEADER : Do you feel the potential is there for it to even reach a 10? 
  NANCY : Yes. 
  LEADER : Is the 8 because of Jill or because of you? 
  NANCY : Me. 
  LEADER : OK. Would you look at Jill again, tell her she’s an 8, and that you take responsibility 

for that and why? 
  NANCY : [ Smiling .] You’re an 8 on my scale of trust. I take responsibility for that rating. I think 

some of it is my unwillingness to take a risk. 
  LEADER : Jill, would you like to respond to that? 
  JILL : Well, after knowing you, I really feel lucky to have an 8 with you. I appreciate that you 

can trust me so much. 
  LEADER : Nice risk. Thank you both. The other part of that is who is the scariest person for 

you in here to trust? [ Nancy looks down, plays with ear .] I’m not going to ask you to take 
that risk now, but it’s something to think about, OK? I appreciate you talking about trust 
because it’s such a vital part of group. Thanks. 
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  CURTIS : As I’ve listened to people talk, I’ve realized it’s not that I don’t trust others, but I don’t 
trust myself. There are some issues I won’t talk about because I don’t trust myself to share 
them. 

 It is quite clear that Curtis has taken a good deal of encouragement from Nancy’s disclo-
sure and has decided to open himself up for some processing. In the process, he is quickly 
affi rmed by the leader and the group. 

  LEADER : OK. Some of that is wise. How does your level of trust fi t into this room today? 

 CURTIS :  I feel really comfortable today. Maybe it’s because of the people here. Maybe I’m 
ready to work on some issues. 

  DONNA : I looked at the names on the sign-up sheet to make sure I trusted the people com-
ing. [ Laughs .  Silence .] 

  CURTIS : One thing is I often feel like if I share, people will blow me off and laugh at me. 
  LEADER : Well, I’m real proud of you, Curtis, for risking today and sharing in group. 
  GROUP : Yes. [ Clapping; Curtis smiles .] 
  LEADER : You hold back because you are afraid others will laugh or disrespect you. Do you 

have any idea of where that comes from? 

 The leader senses that Curtis’s interpersonal shyness may be related to some early painful 
experiences. He attempts to gently but specifi cally guide him into remembered hurts and 
wounds from the past. 

  CURTIS : From when I was growing up. I would get made fun of a lot. 
  LEADER : And you’re still in touch with that pain. About how old were you? 
  CURTIS : Yeah. About sixth grade. 
  LEADER : Can you recall a specifi c incident? 
  CURTIS : In PE, I was always chosen last. In sixth grade. 
  LEADER :   Do you remember the teacher or kids? 
  CURTIS :   Not the teacher, but the kids were always the ones who were popular and thought 

they were hot stuff. 
  LEADER :   Where are you in the mental picture of this class? 
  CURTIS :   Outside. Ready to play softball or something. 
  LEADER :   And they have captains. They are choosing sides, and it’s down to the last few people 

and you’re not picked yet. What are you feeling? 
  CURTIS :   Sad, upset. I’m the last one. 
  LEADER :   Sure. You’re the last person. [ Short silence .] 
  LEADER :   [ Notices Jill’s discomfort .] Does this ring any bells with you? 

 At this point, there is an opportunity to link Curtis and Jill around the “ugly duckling” 
issue. Many people carry slights and hurts forward from that important adolescent develop-
mental period. 

  JILL :   Oh yeah. I feel the same. Kids harassing me. Being left by myself continuously. 
  LEADER :   Feeling different from the other kids. 
  JILL :   Yes. 
  LEADER :   Left out. Lonely. Kind of scared. 
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  DONNA :   Very embarrassing. I’ve felt that too. 
  JILL :   I always wondered why they were picking on me. There were goofi er kids, stupider 

kids. Why me? What’s wrong with me? 
  CURTIS :   Yeah. 
  JILL :   What did I do to deserve this? I fi nally just decided I must be doing something wrong. 
  LEADER :   So the inclination was to blame yourself. If you do that enough, pretty soon you 

convince yourself. What sentences did you say to yourself back then? 

 Notice the shift from external blame to internal blame and associated feelings. This facili-
tates a deeper level because members are able to focus on themselves. 

  JILL :   I’m too ugly. I’m too tall. I walk funny. I can’t get along with people. Just bashing 
myself. My mother would say, “Just ignore them, ignore them all.” 

  LEADER :   Don’t have feelings. 
  JILL :   [ Loud voice .] “You don’t need to get upset!” 
  LEADER :   Your message at home was “Don’t feel.” 
  JILL :   Right. 
  LEADER :   So you learned to distance yourself from your feelings? 
  JILL :   Yeah. Sure, I guess I did. When I fi nally let myself feel, I was sure something was wrong 

with me. Then I would get upset and I really couldn’t get along with people! It was like 
a circle. 

  LEADER :   Curtis, by your reactions, I can see you have had many of the same experiences. 
[Leader links members, encourages cohesion.] 

  CURTIS :   Oh, yeah. 
  LEADER :   Did you have any idea that Jill had shared similar experiences as you had in the past? 
  CURTIS :   No, not a clue. 
  LEADER :   Why? 
  CURTIS :   I don’t know. 
  LEADER :   Well, what do you think about Jill? You’ve heard her story. [Leader attempts to 

facilitate learning through the sharing that has been done.] 
  CURTIS :   Nothing different, but I’m not the only one out there. I know that now. 
  LEADER :   What kind of sentences did you tell yourself when you were chosen last? 
  CURTIS :   I’m no good. I can’t play. I’m bad. 
  LEADER :   And you remember feeling . . . 
  CURTIS :   Sad. Angry. 
  LEADER :   That was your world then, and you felt left out. What did you do in response to 

that? Not just you, but can anyone relate to what has been shared? [ Many members nod .] 
  CURTIS :   I just got through it. Endured it. Ignored it. 
  JILL :   I withdrew. I didn’t want to get hurt again. 
  LEADER :   I appreciate the way you have all shared. I think the feeling of being different has 

been experienced by many here. [ Nods among members . . . moderate silence .] 
  LEADER :   Is there anything left over? 

 As it becomes time to close the group, the leader offers the opportunity for any member 
to get closure if they need it. In this case, Donna and Curtis seem to verbalize the feelings of 
many in the group as they symbolically bring the session to conclusion. 
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  DONNA :   Anything we need to close up? 
  LEADER :   Anything anyone needs from this group or from anyone in this group right now? 

[ Silence .] I’m just glad everyone took the time to come and not be too busy. I feel helped. 
Thank you. I heard that as a thank you to the group. 

  CURTIS :   I feel great [ laughs ]. I am glad I came. 
  LEADER :   I’m glad you came, too. Maybe one thing you have learned is that when you take a 

risk, you have the chance to gain. I think you took the risk today, and that’s something 
you decided. We’ve talked about trust and our diffi culties with it. Today I have experi-
enced you as a trusting group and trustworthy. I appreciated your warmth and honesty 
and your time. [ Group members say thanks .] 

 The leader briefl y summarizes. 
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 If you ever catch on fi re, try to avoid seeing yourself in the mirror, because I bet that’s 
what REALLY throws you into a panic. 

 Jack Handy 

 If things go wrong, don’t go with them. 
 Elvis Presley 

 WHAT IS RESISTANCE? 

 The fi eld of counseling has focused a considerable amount of thought on the dynamic of 
resistance in the therapeutic process. Although much of the literature frames resistance as 
a client issue, we prefer to view it as both a window into how each group member con-
fronts change and the interplay between individual dynamics and those of the group. From 
this holistic perspective, resistance can be viewed and assessed as inter- and intrapersonal 
phenomena. 

 Most group leaders will encounter resistance in the group at one time or another. Groups 
will sometimes “agree” at an unconscious level to stay put or resist moving toward more 
intense interpersonal levels. This can occur with individuals in the group or among several 
group members simultaneously. 

 Group leaders need to look at their own feelings when a group becomes resistant. 
Leaders who have unrealistically high expectations for the group can become frustrated 
with the lack of progress and thereby lose objectivity. A point to remember is that some 
resistance can be expected in most groups at some time. If leaders are aware of this, they 
will be less inclined to personalize the resistance and accept too much responsibility for 
the group. 

 Remember that resistance typically is related to issues of trust and security. When several 
individuals are reluctant to take risks in self-disclosure and interpersonal encounter, usually 
an issue of lack of trust is at the base. Trying new and risky behaviors in the group can 
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put members in touch with their basic feeling of insecurity. “If I disclose my most closely 
guarded secrets, who will be there to nurture and care for me? Will I still be acceptable 
to these people if they know what I’m really like? Can I trust these people to care for my 
personal issues in a gentle and caring way?” 

 The most effective strategies involve leaders sharing their own immediate observations as 
to behavior and causation. “The group seems to be stuck on content issues at this point. I 
wonder if this means that we’re feeling somewhat insecure and a little scared to move toward 
more honest confrontation—and maybe intimacy?” 

 Whatever the intervention choice is, remember that some resistance is natural and that 
issues of security and trust are usually the cause. When group members have an opportunity 
to deal with their individual and collective feelings of doubt and mistrust, the opportunity 
will exist for a quantum leap in group development. Kline (1990) noted that leaders respond 
best to resistance when they are clear about their own reactions and decisions to intervene 
and have some grounding intervention principles and objectives. A group leader who is 
comfortable with handling resistance can facilitate some of the most powerful opportunities 
for group progress. 

 Group leaders can effectively work with resistance by asking the following questions when 
encountering an impasse in the group: 

 • What is the nature of the resistance? In considering the nature of the resistance, the 
group leader attempts to identify the elements and characteristics of the behaviors and 
attitudes classifi ed as  resistance . 

 • What does this resistance say about the way this member handles change in other areas 
of his or her life? Here, the group leader is trying to understand the purpose of the 
resistance as it fi ts into the context of the individual group member’s life. In most cases, 
this behavior is not new behavior to the member but is a part of a long standing inter-
personal approach that may or may not be healthy for the member. If the group leader 
can discern that the group behavior is a manifestation of a pattern in the member’s life, 
then illuminating that pattern may be more impactful to the member and more dif-
fi cult to dismiss or avoid. 

 • How are the other group members responding to the resistance? Is the behavior group 
supported (normed), or does the behavior violate the group norms? Group leaders 
should assess whether the resistance is normed, as this will provide good information on 
whether the leader needs to focus the intervention on the group as a whole (normed) 
or use the group to address the resistance (not normed). 

 • How am I responding to the resistance? Does the member’s behavior refl ect an 
interpersonal confl ict between the leader and the member? Equally important to 
the individual and group levels, considering the unique way you, as a leader, are 
conceptualizing the resistance becomes vital to dealing effectively with resistance. 
Being a group leader does not imbue you with special powers that make you 
immune to irritation. Your own history and personality impact how you respond 
to each of these forms of resistance. Not paying attention to personal reactions can 
make the difference between responding to the resistance in a healthy, nondefensive 
manner or responding in a way that contributes to the paralysis effect. Not being 
aware of your own personal responses has a secondary negative effect, as you will 
be likely to blame “bad group members” for the stagnation rather than the more 
accurate contribution: you. 
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 GROUP PROCESS OBSTACLES 

 There is power and energy inherent in resistance. How you, as the leader, harness that power 
can determine whether the resistance paralyzes or catalyzes your group. In this section, we 
discuss some common group processes that can develop into patterns of resistance and focus 
on ways the leader can work with the resistance to channel the energy into a force that facili-
tates change. By way of example, silence, subgroups, and power struggles will be explored. 

 Meaning of Silence in Groups 

 Although much has been written to help the counselor understand the silent member in 
group counseling, total group silence is perhaps even more diffi cult to comprehend. This 
section is an attempt to help the group counselor anticipate and better understand what is 
happening when the counseling group experiences periods of silence. 

 Silence is a signifi cant part of the group counseling process and can be as varied as the 
happenings and feelings experienced in the group. Each period of silence has a distinctive 
character. Silence can convey many different messages and seems almost like a contradiction 
of the word itself, because the silences that occur in counseling groups typically “speak 
loudly” of what is happening. Each silence has its own unique purpose. Group silence is not 
silent; it is gestures, unspoken words, unverbalized feelings, facial expressions, and the group 
atmosphere. 

 Silence in a group is a natural part of the group process. What occurs or is experienced 
during the silence is not necessarily different from those times when the group is not consid-
ered to be silent. Because only one member can be heard at a time, the group membership at 
any given time is usually silent with but one exception, the speaker. A time of silence, then, 
is but a slight departure from the typical setting in that only one more member than usual is 
silent. When silence is accepted as natural and productive, it becomes a means of growth and 
not a frustrating villain to be avoided. 

 That communication exists in silence is often evident in group sessions. At the start of a 
group session, members commonly visit with each other; then, as if by some signal, mem-
bers become quiet as they shift gears and start up again within the context of the purpose 
of the group. This kind of silence refl ects group communication of the need to change 
behaviors. The unspoken message is “We’re ready to move to a deeper, more personal 
level.” By their silence, the group indicates a readiness to work and grants permission for 
any member to begin. 

 Silence probably occurs most frequently in initial group counseling sessions and often 
conveys feelings of awkwardness and apprehension. Silence at this stage can serve many pur-
poses. It could be due to the anxiety that members experience by being in a new situation, 
or it could be a generator of anxiety and thus motivate members to break the silence and 
attempt to make contact with others in the group. Nevertheless, silence does often happen 
in beginning stages of the group process and usually conveys a variety of feelings. After an 
initial group counseling session, one group member wrote in her group log, 

 Silence . . . on and on and on. I scratched, swung my leg, doodled, and fervently wished 
that someone would say something, anything, so that I could look up and see the group 
instead of sneaking furtive glances at them from under downcast eyes. I searched vainly for 
a question to ask without appearing foolish. No question! What to do?—sneeze, cough 
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loudly, fall out of the chair in a dead faint? Certainly not! Maybe if I smile crookedly 
everyone will think that I have all the answers and wish they had them too. No one said 
anything. There are lots of things I could say, but I’m not about to say anything. NOT A 
THING! Why don’t I ask what I want to know? Can I trust this group? Well, test the water 
before you plunge headlong into a stump fi lled lake. 

 How long a period of silence in the group seems to last, not in actual passing of time but 
rather how long it feels, is often an indication of the amount of work going on in the group. 
The point here is not one of what is productive, for in terms of the developing group process, 
a long and frustrating group silence can be productive. However, a working silence is usually 
experienced as being of short duration. Time seems to be condensed, and the silence is hardly 
noticed as members sort through their own thoughts and feelings in the experience of the 
group. Indeed, the silence is not even experienced as silence. Often, silent periods become 
more acceptable and comfortable as members experience a growing sense of adequacy. A 
nonworking silence is felt, is noticed, does drag on, and seems to say, “We are being silent.” 
Such a silence is characterized by darting glances around the group, shifting postures, busy 
hands or feet, nervous grins, avoidance of eye contact, and a feeling that everyone is waiting 
for someone to do something. This is especially true when the group is thinking that the 
other members in the group are “troubled” or “sick,” and each member works doubly hard 
at refl ecting and probing in order to keep the focus on any other member who happens to 
say something, whether personal or not. As if by some invisible signal, the members of the 
group will lapse into a period of silence in which each member seems determined not to be 
the one to break the silence. The sensitive group facilitator can almost feel the resistance, the 
pulling back, the holding in that says, “I’m not about to say anything and get put on the spot.” 
At such a time, the group silence certainly communicates. 

 Silence in a group does not mean “nothing is going on.” Quite the contrary: silence by 
the group may convey support for a member who is having diffi culty expressing feelings 
or ideas. Such a silence is permeated with encouragement that the member seems to feel as 
much as sense. Support is also evident in the silence of togetherness that follows the sharing 
of hurt or sadness, when the group seems to know words would be inappropriate. Silence can 
be a time of experiencing deeply oneself when facilitated by an awareness of the support and 
acceptance of others. Following a 15-minute silence in a group, a member remarked, “This 
has just been the most profound period of deep introspection I have ever experienced. I was 
able to look closely at some parts of my life I’ve avoided for 10 years.” Silence in a group can 
be a warm blanket. 

 The silence that occurs in a group after an outburst of anger is certainly not silent. The 
atmosphere in the group is “charged” and “crackles” with the electrical impulses of emotion. 
This kind of silence is felt as members experience the weight of the silence. The silence may 
be alive with the hundreds of unspoken words generated inside each member as they try to 
understand the reason for the angry outburst. Or the group silence may be refl ecting stunned 
awkwardness that says, “Now what do we do? How do we get going again?” 

 Silence may be used for thoughtful resolution of confl ict, gaining insights, and recognizing 
ideational relationships. In other situations, it expresses hostility, confusion, discouragement, 
or withdrawal. Many authors have suggested that some silences communicate togetherness 
and cooperation, whereas at times the group may seek relaxation and relief in silence follow-
ing the exploration of deep feelings and the ventilation of emotions or following an espe-
cially meaningful “peak” experience where members seem to know something meaningful 
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has happened and will sit for long periods of silence feeling quite comfortable and “alive” 
(Jacobs et al., 2015; Kottler & Englar-Carlson, 2015). 

 Just as no single kind of silence exists, no single way for the counselor to respond to silence 
is apparent. However, the group facilitator may fi nd help by keeping in mind the following 
process-oriented questions: 

 • Am I uncomfortable with the silence? Why? 
 • Is the group uncomfortable with the silence? How do I know? 
 • Are the members really not participating because they are silent? 
 • What does silence mean to the group? 
 • What nonverbal behaviors are present to refl ect and process? 

 Silence can provide the stepping stone to further interaction in the group, and yet the silence 
often is interaction. How the counselor responds can determine whether group silence is 
facilitative to the group process or individual introspection. Probably the most helpful thing 
the counselor can do is to examine his or her own feelings about group silence and try to 
resolve any anxieties that would interfere with sensitivity to the meaning of group silence. The 
counselor then can be more facilitative by responding to the meaning rather than the silence. 

 Silence that conveys acceptance and support and that seems to be encouraging to mem-
bers working through their own thoughts and feelings is constructive and generally needs 
no response by the counselor. However, the counselor must be sensitive to those times 
when silence indicates a nonworking relationship, is not constructive, or has meaning that 
should be verbalized. At such times, the counselor can be facilitative by sharing with the 
group personal perceptions of the meaning of the silence or personal feelings or reactions 
to the silence. The counselor also could facilitate members sharing with a response such as 
“It could be helpful to the group if some of you would share what you have been feeling 
or thinking during this silence” or by asking, “Susan, could you share with us what you 
think has been going on in the silence or what it means?” Some counselors might prefer 
to develop the meaning of the silence through a structured activity. The important thing 
is that group silence does have meaning and needs to be recognized. Because silence can 
emerge due to normal feelings of anxiety related to the beginning of a new experience, the 
following are a few things the leader can do to explore that anxiety and facilitate connec-
tion among members. 

 Subgroups 

 Subgrouping refers to members splitting off from the group as a whole and forming smaller 
cohesive connections based on some shared commonality. In some cases, this is done for 
safety reasons, especially in the early stages of group, but it can also be based on needs for 
power and control within the group. For example, in the initial stages of a group, verbal 
participation will be unequal. Several of the more verbally powerful members may form 
an alliance that excludes some of the more passive members. They can quickly monopolize 
group time as resentment builds among the less assertive members. The leader will want to 
remain sensitive to the possibility of subgroups developing around verbal skill, personality 
dominance, value differences, attitude variances, and so on. Although some of this is inevi-
table in heterogeneous groups, when splinter groups are allowed to simply run their course, 
they can be destructive to the group as a whole. 
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 Brabender (2010) highlighted the role of the subgroup in relation to confl ict, noting that 
subgroups often form on either side of a confl ict and that this dynamic tension is necessary 
for groups to move forward. Reframing the resistance as different but equal forces in the 
change process can help the group and leader avoid getting stuck in the “Us versus Them” 
narrative that is common in subgroups that paralyze the group fl ow. Confl ict within the 
group can be helpful and growth-producing if the leader is prepared to deal with it openly 
and fairly. All participants should be encouraged to present their opinions and points of view. 
An atmosphere of respect can develop among all members when confl ict and differences 
are viewed as natural, healthy, and to be expected. The leader can model this behavior by 
facilitating the exploration, acceptance, and resolution of confl ict and differences. 

 Power Struggles 

 Power struggles will occur in the group just as they do in individual relationships. A certain 
amount of this can be considered natural. Just as in a family, members will jockey for position 
and a recognizable spot in the pecking order. In the normal course of things, this issue is usu-
ally quickly resolved. The leader needs to guard against promoting power struggles by equally 
sharing his or her time and attempting not to show favoritism. In a healthy group, the issue of 
power is shared and the group remains fl exible, with expertise available as issues emerge. Further 
growth and cohesiveness are impossible if competition among group members or between the 
group and leader are allowed to function. The example that follows illustrates an attempt by 
a member to challenge the leader and the leader’s striving to collaborate instead of compete. 

  RUSTY : Who are you to be telling us how to run our lives? You aren’t any older than my son! 
I know as much about living as you do. Maybe I should run the group! 

  LEADER :   Tell me about what you would like to do differently in group. 
  RUSTY : I don’t know. I guess I just feel like you don’t understand us all the time. You are just 

like everyone else out there . . . judgmental. 
  LEADER :   I can tell that you feel frustrated about not being understood. Susan, you have also 

spoken in group about feeling misunderstood in your marriage. Does that happen for 
you in group as well? 

  SUSAN : Sometimes, but it’s nice in here because people seem genuinely interested in what I 
have to say. 

 In the example, note how the leader does not try to convince Rusty that he is incorrect. 
The leader does not enter into the power struggle by debating Rusty’s assertion. Instead, the 
leader encourages Rusty to delve deeper into his feelings and then validates the feelings. The 
leader then links Rusty’s feelings to those of another member, thereby dissipating the power 
struggle. The leader can continue to process this theme without the power struggle. 

 In the preceding section, three common group dynamics were explored in relation to 
resistance in groups. In each example, notice how the leader (and the group) is faced with a 
fork in the road: do we engage in behaviors that entrench the resistance and thus stagnate the 
group, or do I (we) choose the path on which we use the resistance as a fulcrum for change 
and growth? To further illuminate the role of resistance, we now explore group member roles 
that can be analyzed through the same two-path approach. As you move through each type, 
consider how the behaviors could impede the group and how you, as leader, could work with 
the roles to produce change instead of paralysis. 
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 PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED WITH GROUP MEMBERS 

 Control of Others 

 When the group leader encounters various individual member styles and resistances, it can 
almost invariably be assumed that the issues are related to group members’ needs for personal 
control and, by extension, a need to control the situation. Experience has taught us that 
members who have a high need for situational control typically feel threatened and anxious 
about exploring their personal issues too carefully for fear that they will “lose control of self ” 
and be overwhelmed by feelings of insecurity and worthlessness. Fear of the unknown or 
of ambiguous, unstructured, and confusing situations poses a real threat to these individuals. 

 Our observation has been that members will call upon their basic personality orientation 
in attempts to bring order and understanding to these perceived fearful situations in the 
group. Much of the behavior that might be viewed objectively as rigid or resistant seems to 
occur outside of all conscious awareness of the controlling or controlled member. Within 
this framework, controlling behavior can be viewed as a purposeful, although in many cases 
extreme and maladaptive, attempt on the part of a member or members to bring reason, 
stability, and comfort to an unsettling situation. 

 Naturally, at the deepest intrapsychic levels, needs for control can be viewed as core per-
sonality issues that are related to trust in oneself and others. Vague and sometimes highly 
specifi c fears need to be treated gently and with much of the reassurance and support that 
were probably missing in that person’s life at an early and impressionable developmental 
stage. No quick fi xes exist for a person’s resistance to vulnerability and trust. Empathy and 
gentle compassion coupled with focus on the behavior tend to lessen the anxiety. 

 We have also found that a useful procedure is to briefl y explain to group members that all 
normal human beings seek a certain measure of personal control, and when monitored and 
kept within nonneurotic boundaries, the control is useful and is related to a powerful sense 
of self. The polar opposite or extreme would be “out of control” and the implication of 
impotence, helplessness, and total dependence. Nobody wants to experience those feelings. 

 Avoidance 

 Avoiding the encounter with others and self is considered by some group leaders to be 
among the most diffi cult member behaviors to impact constructively. The member who 
uses some form of avoidance is choosing an isolated position in the group and can quickly 
become a frustration to other group members. Behaviors associated with avoidance can 
range on a continuum from absence from the group to somewhat more active avoidances 
such as the Pollyanna or naive role. Of course, a member who is habitually  absent  from the 
group becomes an overt management problem for the leaders. Some members will attend 
a session, sometimes becoming the focus of attention, only to go AWOL for the next three 
meetings. Naturally, the leader needs to intervene with this behavior and discuss the implica-
tions of this “hit and run” behavior for the member and for the group as a whole. Generally, 
if a member cannot make a concrete commitment to regular attendance, he or she needs to 
consider exit from the group. 

 Distancing behavior in the group begins with the habitually silent member. This extreme 
form of continual reluctance to participate verbally can set up the member either as a “group 
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project” or as a scapegoat—depending upon the member’s overall attractiveness to the group. 
Either outcome has serious implications for the group. The group might unconsciously join 
the silent member in offering inappropriate advice and reassurances in order to enlist the 
member’s participation. A person with a low level of attractiveness might become the target 
of group discontent and even hostility. The group leader needs to heed warning signs that 
a member is withdrawing by focusing on the behavior and helping the member to risk and 
develop trust in the process. 

 A chronically  withdrawn  member might be depressed, and the group leader may well 
suspect depression with any member who is choosing avoidance as a coping mechanism. 
Social withdrawal is a common symptom of depression and, coupled with other observable 
signs such as crying spells, depressed facial expressions, and lack of animation, needs to be 
checked out by the group leader. Psychological indicators of depression include feelings of 
worthlessness and guilt, anxiety, and loss of energy. Physical signals associated with depressive 
states might be an increase in sleep disturbances and changes in appetites and sexual interest. 

 The leader must suspect depressive states with any of the avoidance behaviors because they 
may be early indicators of suicidal intentions. When depression is suspected, the group leader 
needs to consult with a psychiatrist, because some form of psychopharmacological treatment 
may be indicated as an adjunct to psychotherapy. 

 The  alienated  member may couple his or her withdrawal with active fault fi nding and 
negative assertions in the group. This type of behavior, although disconcerting to some 
members, is actually easier to deal with because the person at least gives some responsiveness 
to current events. The anger base that alienated members often come from can be linked to 
early experiences as a way of helping the individual open up and trust. 

 Finally, avoidant behavior is sometimes manifested by  naive  or  Pollyanna-type  personalities. 
Although they are somewhat related, the naive member may truly lack some essential life 
problem-solving skills. This is one of the few group member types that can in some instances 
truly profi t from concrete and specifi c advice from other helping members. Because the 
naive member’s experience base is typically limited, other group members can help increase 
his or her awareness by sharing their own experiences and ideas. Sometimes, group members 
will share specifi c verbatim sentences for the naive member to use. When the sentences work 
(and they often do) and the naive member begins to perceive constructive changes in his or 
her environment, a change in attitude or perspective often trails along. Naive members typi-
cally need a lot of encouragement and reassurance. 

 The  Pollyanna  has become convinced that the world is Disneyland with a perpetual sil-
ver lining. This is an active denial of all things unpleasant—the  rose-colored glasses syndrome.  
This behavior in group is most often observed in response to another member’s problems 
when the indication is to gloss over and deny pain. The skillful group leader will spend 
some time instructing the Pollyanna members, and others in the group, of the benefi ts of 
experiencing the fullness of an event. Frequently, out of pain, grief, and hurt is when we 
stretch and grow most. 

 Dependency 

 The next major group of resistances centers around  dependence  issues. Once again, the seeds 
of dependent personalities were probably planted early in a person’s history. Overly socialized 
or compliant personalities often label themselves people-pleasers when they become aware of 
the motivation for their behavior. In general, this personality type is quite responsive to the 
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environment and is “sensitive” to others. They often are perceived as warm and nurturing, as 
accepting and nonjudgmental, and as people who listen well. Nice to be around, if not excit-
ing, they often elevate others at the expense of their own denied wishes and desires. Acutely 
sensitive to power in relationships, they sometimes go to extreme lengths to avoid confl ict 
and the arousal of displeasure in others. 

 The  harmonizer  is one example of the dependent type. He or she will tend to gloss over 
potential growth-producing confl ict in the group by distracting and changing subjects. 
Cooperative to a fault, the harmonizer will seek to avoid confrontation with his or her own 
fears by attempting to create an atmosphere free of tension in the group. Closely akin to the 
harmonizer is the coordinator. 

 The  coordinator  often takes harmonizing a step further and serves as the unoffi cial group 
coordinator. This is a more active defense and frequently involves “doing” things for the 
group and the members. The coordinator may volunteer for any number of tasks large and 
small in an attempt to ingratiate him- or herself with the other members. 

 Humor 

 When handled appropriately, the person with the great sense of humor can provide tension 
release and opportunities for therapeutic laughter in the group. Laughing, particularly at 
oneself and our own foibles and mistakes, can diffuse some of the deadly seriousness with 
which we approach our problems. Laughter and humor are signs of a healthy person and are 
excellent ways to share our humanness with each other. 

 The fl ipside is when the humor is out of context or inappropriate. Although laughing and 
depression are incompatible responses, to think that we can laugh our troubles away is to be 
very naive. Laughter can provide perspective. When the member uses jokes and silliness at 
the expense of a true and meaningful encounter, it has the potential to interfere with group 
progress. Individuals that use humor need to be reassured that they are OK and have a secure, 
stable, and valuable place in the group. 

 Rescuer 

 When sensing the onset of confl ict or discomfort for a particular member, the rescuer will 
often rush in to “save” the person who is perceived to be in the hot seat. Rescues can often 
be marked as subtle helping, so the leader needs to be alert to this phenomenon. A gentle 
intervention that confronts the behavior respectfully but directly helps not only the rescuer 
but also the person being rescued. Everyone gets to be an adult and take care of self. Much 
rescuing behavior happens outside of the rescuer’s conscious awareness, so the problem is 
sometimes diffi cult to manage. Several “reminders” may be needed from the group leaders. 

 Poor Me 

 The  poor me  member has become accustomed to staying in self-pity, helplessness, and despair. 
They seemingly gain a good deal of personal control and power by having a lot of group 
attention focused on their problems. Members with codependent issues and “victim” per-
sonalities often fi t this picture. Similar in style to naive members, the poor-me person seems 
much more invested in maintaining, albeit at unconscious levels, a one-down life position. 
In relationships, they are almost invariably clinging and overly dependent upon the other 
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person for their own feeling of self-worth. They sometimes seem capable of enduring endless 
mistreatment. 

 This member needs enormous reinforcement and affi rmation of OK-ness in order to 
counterbalance what is probably a lifetime full of diminished self-esteem. Naturally, this is a 
slow and patient process that hopefully will culminate in increased self-trust. 

 Monopolizer 

 While functional groups will always have the norm that disclosure is healthy for the group, 
some group members overparticipate. This behavior can present a somewhat unique prob-
lem for the group leader because, on one hand, group member participation is welcome, 
while on the other hand, the behavior can cross the line and become overly intrusive in the 
group, fi guratively taking up all the available space in the group discussion. Also, because 
many members feel somewhat impotent in the face of rapid-fi re verbals, the talker may set up 
him- or herself to become the group scapegoat—or at least a poorly favored member. Talk-
ing can be a compensation for feelings of inferiority. “If I can talk and command attention, I 
must be important.” This behavior needs to be confronted gently but fi rmly. Ignoring it can 
have detrimental effects on the group. For example: 

  CAROL : Like I said, I just really relate to the idea that people can learn to be better in relation-
ships. Take me, for instance, I have had so many bad relationships and in the beginning, I 
thought it was just because I picked bad people, or there were just too many bad people 
out there, or I was just unlucky. Who knows? I mean . . . 

  GROUP LEADER : Carol, I would like to jump in for a minute. I’m getting lost in all the words 
and am trying to discern what it is that you want to change about your role in relation-
ships? [Group leader uses immediacy “I am getting lost” to focus the member’s thoughts. 
The leader then follows up with a direct question that allows the group member to distill 
the thoughts into a useful, working focus, ie what she wants to change.] 

  CAROL : Oh, I don’t know. I guess I would like to be more assertive. I . . . 
  GROUP LEADER : That’s great. Being more assertive is defi nitely something we can work on 

in group. I am wondering if other members also have that concern? Jadaveon, I noticed 
you nodding your head—how does that work in your relationships? [The group leader 
cuts Carol off once she discloses the more focused target for change. The group leader 
then incorporates the group into the discussion.] 

 Intellectualizers 

 These intellectual types are similar in their in-group behavior in that they rely heavily upon 
their cognitive abilities to seize and maintain control in the group. Many times, intellectualiz-
ers will attempt to assist the group via advice giving. Usually well read in popular psychology, 
these members gain a certain amount of group attention by offering their interpretations of 
others’ behaviors and problems. This can be seductive in the group because sometimes they 
can be very accurate and helpful. Most frequently, however, their interpretations address only 
part of the problem or are offered too quickly and at the expense of other group members’ 
exploration. Again, they tend to be intellectual solutions based on the assumption that knowl-
edge and information will surely change behavior. Reinforcing helpful suggestions and actively 
interfering with those that are not helpful seem the most appropriate leader interventions. 
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 Sometimes, this form of resistance will be locked into a highly focused frame of refer-
ence that makes it diffi cult for him or her to see a large and complex picture. Whatever the 
special interest, the member has typically discovered “the truth” and is so involved in it that 
he or she will have an almost compulsive need to share experiences and ideas with others 
so that they too might have “the truth.” We have seen this particular orientation surface in 
group members around religious and spiritual issues, drug and substance use, various kinds 
of intensive “group” experiences, and exercise and diet regimes. The member is typically a 
recent convert to the cause and is practically obsessive in his or her interest. 

 In the early stages of the group, the leader needs to be accepting of the individual’s point of 
view while also limiting long discourses on any special topics. Interventions need to be fairly 
direct, because those with highly focused special interests often do not perceive and respond 
to normal social cues that group members might offer. 

 Attacker 

 The fi nal diffi cult member can be labeled an  attacker.  This can often be the most frightening 
member for the inexperienced group leader because the grab for power is frequently very 
direct, aggressive, and even hostile. Because this person has probably never felt included, the 
group pressure to conform to social standards will often elicit responses that are rebellious 
and challenging—in effect, a resistance to becoming a part of the group. This grows out of a 
fear of being overwhelmed and incorporated with a loss of individuality and independence. 

 Attackers almost always stimulate and energize the group. Because of their assertive 
demands, they help other, more reticent members of the group get in touch with their own 
feelings about confl ict and self-assertion. Consequently, reframes can accomplish two goals. 
The fi rst is to reassure the attacker that his or her place is assured and that boundaries will be 
respected. The second is to demonstrate to the group that differences in behavioral styles are 
acceptable and can add to the richness of the group. As an example: “Thank you for pointing 
that out. We can always count on your honesty and directness in this group.” 

 Once the attacker has attached him- or herself to the group therapy process, the leader 
will want to help investigate the underlying cause of the behavior that results in putting off 
people or keeping them at a distance. 

 A fi nal caution with attackers. When the issue under attack has to do with content or 
depersonalized ideas, it can simply be an annoyance or perhaps an inhibitor to progress. If the 
attack is directed at a person and is abusive in nature, the group leader needs to take direct 
action in stopping the behavior. Abusive behavior should not be permitted in groups any 
more than it should in families or other social collections. For instance, 

 John, I appreciate your courage in confronting Mike with your feelings. It’s clear that you 
have a lot of investment in this issue. At the same time, you’ll need to fi nd more appropriate 
ways to express your disagreement—your words feel abusive to me, and that won’t go in here. 

 DYNAMICS AND LEADER ACTIVITIES TO WORK WITH RESISTANCE 

 Our experience has been that many potential problems in group process can be minimized if 
the group leader will give careful attention to detail during the organizational stages of a group. 
Many of these administrative details, although somewhat time consuming, can pay benefi ts 
when the group actually begins. Many of these activities, which we term  pre-group activities , 
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are covered in the chapter on getting a group started ( Chapter 6 ). Group-member selection 
procedures, group composition, the use of structure in the group, formal operating rules, and 
guidelines are examples of decisions that can be made prior to the group starting that will have 
an impact on the eventual success of the group. We also feel that the leader needs to have a rea-
sonably good grasp of what constitutes normal group development and stages through which a 
group can be expected to progress. Developmental stages in process groups are discussed more 
thoroughly in the chapter on maintaining a group ( Chapter 7 ). So, in a sense, we want you to 
know that resistance is a normal function of group, and leaders should not be afraid of working 
with resistance. Following are a few additional ideas for working effectively with resistance 
along with dynamics that exist in group that will assist you as the leader. 

 Introducing a Discussion of Group Rules or Guidelines 

 The leader will defi nitely want to reinforce the confi dentiality aspects of the group. A good 
idea is to get a public concurrence with this rule. It begins to reassure members that they can 
disclose themselves in relative safety. 

  LEADER :   Confi dentiality means that what is said in here stays in here. It’s something that is 
common in counseling but pretty rare in other relationships. Confi dentiality is not just 
my job; it’s the responsibility of everyone here. What are some of the ways that confi -
dentiality will help our group? 

  GEORGE : Well, I don’t trust a lot of people, so if I’m going to open up in here, it might make 
me feel better if I knew everyone was going to keep my stuff secret. 

  PETER : Yeah, I agree. I can’t talk in here if I think everyone is going to be blabbing my busi-
ness outside of group. 

 Other group guidelines also can be discussed if necessary. This has the advantage of pro-
viding content about which the group can verbalize. A goal of the leader would be to get 
as many members as possible involved verbally. Verbal involvement can signal commitment. 

 Modeling Appropriate Self-Disclosure 

 Frequently, members are reluctant to begin to participate simply because they’re not sure 
how to start or about what to talk. We have had a good deal of success with starting groups 
by sharing with members our own affective states at the particular time. A slight case of 
anticipation anxiety is usually something with which most members can identify, and this 
disclosure frequently sets the tone for talking about one’s feelings. Members tend to feel less 
isolated and unique and frequently will say, “Yes, I’m kind of nervous too. My stomach has 
butterfl ies—’cause I don’t know these people.” This has the added benefi t of usually eliciting 
empathic responses from some group members. Most usually, this kind of beginning is fol-
lowed by one or several members coming forth with some problem or aspect of themselves 
that they are willing to share and work on. 

 Using Some Low-Threat Interpersonal Exercises 

 These activities or techniques are frequently called ice-breakers and, when used judiciously, 
can help ease the transition to group productivity, particularly for group members with little 
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prior group experience. A number of these activities are available whose primary goal is to 
get members interacting with each other (e.g., Belmont, 2016; Elliott, 2015). Activities that 
focus on personality characteristics, attitudes, values, beliefs, and perceptions tend to be better 
than those that are content, topic, or data oriented. Exercises designed to work with fi rst 
impressions tend to break the ice. 

 Group Cohesiveness 

 Cohesiveness in a counseling group refers to the feeling of togetherness experienced by some 
groups. It is frequently talked about as the “glue” of a group—that diffi cult-to-defi ne quality 
that results from an overall interpersonal attractiveness. In a constructive sense, it is related to 
the chemistry of a group and the overall good, supportive, and respectful attitudes that mem-
bers have for each other and the group as a whole. Cohesiveness is evidenced when members 
begin to assign some priority to the group experience, value and equality to other members, 
a willingness to give as well as to receive, and a certain “we-ness” that can be exclusive of 
persons not in the group. 

 Although this cohesiveness is a desirable group goal because of its benefi ts to members in 
terms of support, what is also possible is for some groups to unconsciously unite and become 
“too cohesive.” This is a diffi cult process problem for the leader because the underlying moti-
vation is usually anxiety or fear of disclosing, perceived loss of control, and lack of trust in 
the leader, the group, or the process. Groups like this can become “cousin” groups in which 
what occurs are a lot of rescuing of individual members, denial of problems and confl ict, and 
circular and superfi cial talk. Kurtz (1992) discussed too much cohesion as “group think,” in 
which members avoid confl ict to maintain a warm atmosphere. 

 Probably the most effective leader intervention is to gently point out the problem and help 
the group to reexamine their goals and confront their anxieties. 

  LEADER :   I am having some mixed feelings about the group and our progress. On one hand, I 
am impressed with the connections you have built in such a short amount of time. There 
is a feeling of respect and closeness in here that is very comforting. On the other hand, I 
am wondering if that comfort might be holding us back a bit. You know, maybe we are 
worried that if we get any deeper, we might lose the good feelings. 

  MOIRA : I don’t understand. I think we are doing some pretty good work in here. I really like 
the people in here a lot. 

  LEADER :   Yes, you have built some very nice connections here. I guess I’m wondering if there 
is more to be gained. Have any of you had something you really wanted to say in here 
but didn’t because you didn’t want to disturb the peace? [ Heads nodding .] Would anyone 
like to take a risk and share that moment? 

 According to Slavin (1993), the best time to promote cohesion, even with resistant clients, 
is with immediacy through confronting issues in the here and now. Leaders need to guard 
against becoming personally frustrated when the group refuses to move. All the leader can 
do is create the conditions for growth. He or she cannot force a group to grow. Taking too 
much responsibility for the progress of the group is a frequent trap for inexperienced leaders. 
If all else fails and the group seems committed to staying in one place, the idea of dissolution 
is a possibility. No guarantee can be given that every collection of individuals will become 
an effective group. 
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 SUMMARY 

 This chapter provided a general introduction to forms of resistance commonly found in 
group. A method for evaluating resistance was outlined, along with a discussion of impor-
tant topics such as silence, subgroups, power struggles, and the role of cohesiveness. Specifi c 
problem group member roles are addressed as they relate to a member’s basic personality and 
their impact on the group. 
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 A converse relationship seems to exist between evaluation and years of experience. For the 
counselor in training, everything done is evaluated, and then with increased experience, few, 
if any, supervisors insist on evaluating the counselor or what takes place in the counselor’s 
groups. Evaluation can contribute to continued growth on the part of the counselor and 
group members. Therefore, the group facilitator has a continuing responsibility to assess and 
evaluate the effectiveness of his or her groups. The American Group Psychotherapy Associa-
tion, in its  Best Practices Guidelines  (2007), endorsed a list of accepted evidence-based group 
measures that were studied and published by Burlingame et al. (2006). This collection, named 
CORE Battery-R, includes the Working Alliance Inventory, the Empathy Scale, the Group 
Climate Questionnaire, Therapeutic Factors Inventory, and Cohesion to Therapist Scale. In 
this chapter, we will discuss several of these measures while outlining several domains of pos-
sible evaluation: leader self-evaluation; leader evaluation of the group; member evaluation of 
the group; member evaluation of the leader; and member self-assessment. Where possible, a 
discussion of both formal and informal methods of evaluation is explored. 

 LEADER SELF-EVALUATION 

 The fi rst focus of evaluation by the facilitator should be on self. The leader needs to have 
a genuine concern and openness to learn about self and one’s approach to groups. Co-
leading a group can provide excellent opportunities for feedback from the co-leader about 
projected attitudes, blind spots, missed opportunities, and general facilitative approaches. Also, 
the opportunity always exists for self-critique through audiotapes or videotapes. 

 Following each group session, the facilitator might fi nd that a helpful procedure is to 
examine the following questions: 

 • How did the group experience me? 
 • What feelings did I experience in this session? Did I express those feelings? Did I have 

some feelings with which I did not feel comfortable? 

C H A P T E R
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 • What were my reactions to various group members? Did I feel “turned off” to some mem-
bers, rejecting? Do all members know I care about them? Do they feel accepted by me? 

 • What did I communicate to each member? Did I say what I really wanted to say? Was 
my message clearly stated? 

 • How much time did I spend focused on the content of the discussion rather than on 
the interaction taking place or feelings and needs subtly expressed? 

 • What do I wish I had said or done? What would I do differently next time? 
 • Did I dominate? How willing was I for someone else to assume the leadership role? 

 In addition to the qualitative exploration leaders can implement to self-assess, Page et al. 
(2001) developed the Group Leader Self-Effi cacy Instrument (GLSI) to measure trainees’ 
self-effi cacy for performing group facilitation skills. This 36-item, Likert-scale instrument 
asks questions related to perceived confi dence in a wide variety of leader skills, such as “I am 
confi dent I can make interventions based on theory” and “I am confi dent I can encourage 
expression of differences” (Page et al., 2001, p. 175). Although used primarily with beginning 
group workers, this measure could be used with all group leaders as a means to self-assess and 
fi nd areas in which growth can occur. In addition to the GLSI, other leadership skill measures 
include the Corrective Feedback Self-Effi cacy Instrument (Page & Hulse-Killacky, 1999) and 
the Skilled Group Counseling Scale (Smaby et al., 1999). 

 LEADER EVALUATION OF GROUP 

 Developed by William F. Hill, the Hill Interaction Matrix (HIM) can serve as a particularly 
valuable tool for the group leader. It is one of the most useful measuring tools for the 
leader to use in conceptualizing group dynamics and process by examining verbal interaction 
between members. It is also one way to help determine objectively the extent to which a 
group is progressing toward meeting its goals. 

 Hill’s matrix (see  Figure 11.1 ) grew out of the clinical study of hundreds of hours of 
group observation. Interactions within the groups were intensively examined. A thorough 
discussion of the developmental process is available in Hill’s  HIM: Hill Interaction Matrix  
(1956). The HIM was developed in a clinical-therapeutic setting, and, consequently, most of 
the examples are related to mental health. The matrix is generalizable to virtually any group 
setting, however, because the principles of categorization remain the same. 

 Within the matrix, the categories are ordered in terms of assumed therapeutic benefi t. The 
rankings are based on the following assumptions: 

 •  member centeredness : the desirability of having a focus person in the group much 
of the time; 

 •  interpersonal risk taking : the desirability for group members to give up the need for 
interpersonal security; 

 •  interpersonal feedback : the desirability of all group members acting as both provid-
ers and receivers of immediate feedback. 

 AXIS I: CONTENT STYLE 

 The HIM conceptualized verbal interaction in the group along two major dimensions. The 
fi rst, across the top of the matrix, is the  content style.  Content categorizes what is being 
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discussed in the group. The second axis has to do with member work styles and is related to 
the process of communication or how members relate to each other and the group. 

 The content dimension is concerned with categorizing the subject matter being discussed. 
Generally, Hill (1956) saw all verbal subject matter as falling into one of the four content 
categories. Following are some general descriptions of those categories and some points that 
may help distinguish among them. 

 Topic 

 Subjects fi tting into this broad and general category include virtually any subject  other than  
the group itself, a member of the group, or a relationship  within  the group. General-interest 
material fi ts here, and, by defi nition, so would conventional socializing conversation between 
members of the group. As a further example, most of the content of any discussion group 
would most probably fi t into the topic category. 

Content

Style

Topic-Centered Member-Centered

Topics Group Personal Relationship

I II III IV

A I A II A III A IV A Responsive

PRE-WORK

WORK STYLE

WORK

B I B
(1)

II B
(2)

III B
(9)

IV B
(10)

Conventional

C I C
(3)

II C
(4)

III C
(11)

IV C
(12)

Assertive

D I D
(5)

II D
(6)

III D
(13)

IV D
(14)

Speculative

E I E
(7)

II E
(8)

III E
(15)

IV E
(16)

Confrontive

   Figure 11.1   The Hill Interaction Matrix 
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 Group 

 In this context, verbal interaction is  about  the present group exclusively. It may involve an 
examination of the group’s rules and procedures, formation, operation, and goals. The inter-
action is characterized by and limited to the present and immediate group. 

 Personal 

 This is almost always a focus person or one who is being discussed. Focus can be by the topic 
person himself or herself or by other group members directed toward the topic person. The 
content of the interaction is upon an individual group member or his or her current status, 
personality characteristics, traits, behaviors, history, problems, and/or issues. 

 Relationship 

 This category is ranked highest of the content dimensions because it involves immediate 
or “here-and-now” transactions between present members of the group. It is not  about  
 relationships but rather gives evidence of a relationship within the group. It can speak to a 
relationship between group members or between a member and the group as a whole. 

  AXIS II: WORK STYLE  

  The second axis, which involves work style  or process categories, concerns itself with the  man-
ner  in which members discuss any of the content possibilities. The critical determiner is how 
an individual group member initiates or responds to group content. Once again, following 
are some general descriptors that help distinguish the fi ve process categories. 

 Responsive 

 This very basic style dimension indicates an unwillingness on the part of a group member to 
verbally participate. The member may limit interaction to a brief response to direct questions 
or encounters. This category is useful only with severely withdrawn members or those who 
may be highly defensive. 

 Conventional 

 Conversation may be about any number of general-interest topics, facts, or information and 
is conducted in a socially appropriate manner. A work orientation or context has not been 
established, and the level of interaction could best be termed  descriptive  and  social  rather than 
 problem-solving.  

 Assertive 

 Our opinion is that this category could more aptly be labeled  aggressive  in the context of our 
current understanding of those terms. This process category is frequently distinguished by 
a hostile or attacking tone. Statements are  often  argumentative but also may include passive 
modes of behavior. One of the most valuable clues to watch for in this category is that the 
tone of the interaction tends to close down discussion rather than enhance it. Speakers tend 
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to be fi nalistic in their pronouncements and do not appear to be open to another point of 
view, and exchanges tend to be one way rather than two way. 

 Speculative 

 The tone changes to a discussion of information or problems that are task oriented and 
contains an implicit invitation to further examine two-way, open, and continuing communi-
cation. Speculative interaction is characterized by a cooperative desire for understanding of 
the problem or context. 

 Confrontive 

 One of the key words to characterize this category might well be  clarify.  Confrontive statements 
tend to draw upon what has already been said in an attempt to clarify, evaluate, and resolve 
issues. Confrontive statements are typically backed up with some form of concrete documenta-
tion. The speaker supports his or her opinion. The encounter involved in this style of commu-
nication may frequently be as therapeutic for the speaker as it is for the topic or focus person. 

 We refer to the lower right-hand section of the HIM as the  power quadrant.  The assump-
tion is that the more time a group spends in speculative-personal, speculative-relationship, 
confrontive-personal, and confrontive-relationship interaction patterns, the greater will be 
the gain for individuals and the group. 

 MEMBER EVALUATION OF GROUP AND FACILITATOR 

 Leaders should include time throughout the life of the group to process member reactions to the 
progress of the group. These here-and-now evaluations of self, leader, and group as a whole are a 
vital part of within-session processing and are key to developing authentic working relationships 
in group (Conyne, 2014). As a way to bring closure to the group experience, it is valuable to 
elicit feedback from the group members. We have found that the following open-ended sentence 
or short-paragraph beginnings provide an excellent structure for member evaluation feedback 
during the termination session. The group facilitator can also send a response from home to be 
mailed back. Members are more likely to be honest if they are not required to identify themselves 
on the form. For more specifi c feedback from members about their reactions to the group facili-
tator and group experience, the rating scales shown in  Figures 11.2  and  11.3  may be used. 

 Example 

 Instructions 

 Write your fi rst reactions to the following sentence beginnings. Please be as open and hon-
est as you possibly can. You may want to view these as short paragraph beginnings. It is not 
necessary for you to write your name on this page. The sentence beginnings are as follows: 

 This group . . . 
 This group leader . . . 
 I best liked . . . 
 I least liked . . . 
 I feel . . . 



GROUP COUNSELOR RATING SCALE

Counselor’s Name ______________________
Instructions: Rate your group counselor as you see her/him functioning in your group.
Respect: Shows a real respect for the group members by attentiveness, warmth, efforts to 
understand, and freedom of personal expression.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

Empathy: Communicates an accurate understanding of the group members’ feelings and 
experiences. The group members know the counselor understands how they feel.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

Genuineness: Realness. Everything he/she does seems to be real. That’s the way he/she really is. 
This person doesn’t put up a front.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

Concreteness: “Tunes in” and responds to specifi c feelings or experiences of group members. 
Avoids responding in generalities.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

Self-Disclosure: Lets group know about relevant immediate personal feelings. Open, rather than 
guarded.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

Spontaneity: Can respond without having to “stop and think.” Words and actions seem to fl ow 
easily.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

Flexibility: Adapts to a wide range of conditions without losing his/her composure. Can adapt to 
meet the needs of the moment.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

Confi dence: Trusts his/her abilities. Acts with directness and self-assurance.

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

5.0
very high

4.5 4.0 
high

3.5 3.0
moderate

2.5 2.0
low

1.5 1.0
very low

   Figure 11.2   Group Counselor Rating Scale 
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 Of what changes have you become aware in your attitudes, feelings about yourself, and relationships 
with other people? 
 How did the group experience help these changes to come about? 
 What did the group leader do that was most helpful and least helpful to you? 
 Was the group experience hurtful to you in any way, or did it have any negative effect on you? 
 Briefl y identify any group exercises you especially liked or disliked. 
 In what ways do you wish you had been different in the group? 
 How are you most different as a result of the group experience? 

   Figure 11.3   Group Member Evaluation of Facilitator 

 Beyond the informal measures, there are also several validated and researched instruments that are 
designed to evaluate member perceptions of group climate and leadership effectiveness. The Group 
Climate Questionnaire (GCQ-L) and its shorter form, the Group Climate Questionnaire-Short 
Form (GCQ-S), were developed by McKenzie (GCQ-L, 1981; GCQ-S, 1983) to assess group 
member perception of the group atmosphere across three intertwined dimensions: engagement, 
avoidance, and confl ict. Each question uses a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = not at all to 
6 = extremely. The scale is designed to be used after every session to get the most detailed view of 
group climate and shifts that occur over time. While the GCQ-S is the most widely used, other 
assessments do exist such as the Curative Climate Instrument (Fuhriman et al., 1986), which 
emphasizes Yalom’s curative factors; the Group Environment Scale (Moos, 2004), which has an 
easy to answer “true or false” questionnaire; and the Group Atmosphere Scale (Silbergeld et al., 
1977), designed to assess climate and cohesion.     

 MEMBER SELF-EVALUATION 

 Evaluation often seems to be a natural part of the last stages of maturation of the group 
counseling experience and results from the need members have to feel successful, that is, that 
something worthwhile has been accomplished. This evaluation process may take the form 
of members relating their progress toward specifi c goals but will usually occur in the last few 
sessions as members share their perceptions of how they have changed, what the experience 
has meant to them, or changes they observe in other members. This is a natural approach to 
evaluation and should be recognized as such by the group facilitator. 

 Because groups have a life of their own, members may redefi ne their goals and expecta-
tions as a process of changes experienced during the course of the group. Therefore, in some 
instances, to evaluate the group or changes in members on the basis of initially defi ned purposes 
or by contracts established may not be appropriate. Evaluation should always allow for and take 
into consideration the dynamics of the process of change inherent in counseling groups. In 
light of such experiences, members may redefi ne their expectations of self or may set new goals. 

 While informal member self-evaluation can be worked into the day to day processing 
within the group, more structured measures can also be utilized to stimulate group member 
thinking. The Self-Assessment Scale shown in what follows is a semantic differential type 
procedure that allows an individual to make a personal evaluation of where he or she sees self 
now and where he or she would like to be. This scale and others like it can be valuable to 
both group members and group leaders. 



156 EVALUATING THE LEADER AND THE GROUP

 Self-Assessment Scale Instructions 

 This instrument is designed to help determine how you see yourself in relation to the words 
and concepts listed. It will be used to work with you in developing programs of self-growth 
in those aspects of self you choose to emphasize. 

 In completing this instrument, you are asked to indicate your position in terms of what 
the scale items  mean to you.  Do not be concerned about different ways the descriptive items 
can be interpreted. Here is how you are to complete the fi rst part of the assessment process: 

 Directions: Step 1 

 If you see yourself as  very  like one or the other descriptive terms at each end of a line, you 
should place an X as follows: 

 Strong __:__:__:__:__:__:__: x Weak 
 Strong x :__:__:__:__:__:__:__ Weak 

 If you see yourself as  quite  like one or the other descriptive terms at each end of a scale, you 
should place an X as follows: 

 Fair __:__:__:__:__:__: x :__ Unfair 
 Fair __: x :__:__:__:__:__:__ Unfair 

 If you see yourself as  rather  like one or the other end term of a scale, you should place an X 
as follows: 

 Wise __:__:__:__:__: x :__:__ Foolish 
 Wise __:__: x :__:__:__:__:__ Foolish 

 If you see yourself as only  somewhat  like one or the other descriptive terms of a scale, you 
should place an X as follows: 

 Complex __:__ __:__:__: x :__:__:__ Simple 
 Complex __:__:__: x :__:__:__:__ Simple 

  Important : (1) Place your marks in the middle of spaces, not on the boundaries. (2) Be sure 
you place an X mark on every scale. Do not omit any. 

 Work fairly quickly through this part of the process. Do not puzzle or worry over individ-
ual scale items—just give your fi rst impression, your immediate “feelings” about each item. 

 Self-Assessment Scale 

 leader __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ follower 
 sloppy __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ neat 
 angry __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ peaceful 
 dull __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ bright 
 dogmatic __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ tolerant 



EVALUATING THE LEADER AND THE GROUP 157

 open __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ closed 
 active __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ passive 
 out of style __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ in style 
 sad __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ joyful 
 good vocabulary __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ poor vocabulary 
 insensitive __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ sensitive 
 warm __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ cold, aloof 
 confident __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ unsure 
 clumsy __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ graceful 
 depressed __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ optimistic 
 read slowly __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ read fast 
 insincere __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ genuine 
 talk a lot __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ talk infrequently 
 independent __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ dependent 
 out of shape __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ in shape 
 helpee __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ helper 
 understand __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ don’t understand 
 flexible __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ rigid 
 self-directed __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ other-directed 
 feminine __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ masculine 
 shaky __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ stable 
 write well __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ write poorly 
 specific __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ vague 
 poor figure __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ good figure 
 loner __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ activity-oriented 
 poor researcher __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ good researcher 
 neutral __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ sexy 
 accept ideas __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ challenge ideas 
 listen well __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ listen poorly 
 verbal __:__:__:__:__:__:__:__ nonverbal 

 Step 2 

 In the fi rst part of the self-assessment process you have just completed, you indicated how 
you see yourself in terms of the series of descriptive scales on the preceding page. The second 
part of the process will consist of going back through each of the scales and placing an O at 
the point on each scale you would like yourself to be. 

  Important : (1) Place your marks in the middle of the spaces, not on the boundaries. 
(2) Be sure you place an O on every line. Do not omit any. (3) On a few scales, you may 
see yourself as being now where you would like to be. In that case, draw a circle around the 
X mark you entered on that line in the fi rst place. 

 Step 3 

 When you have fi nished marking your Xs and Os, look back over the descriptive scales, 
and pick out the four or fi ve items which seem the most important to you in terms of your 
self-growth. You should select those four or fi ve descriptive items which, to you, seem to 
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represent aspects of yourself on which you most want to work to change. Draw a line in 
the margin to the left of each of the items you feel are most important and indicate on that 
line the priority ranking (1, 2, 3, 4, 5) you wish to assign to that concept, in terms of change. 

 For example: 

 1 (2, 3, etc.) Fair __: X :__:__:__:__: O :__ Unfair 
 Walters (1975) 

 Journaling as a Therapeutic Self-Exploration Tool 

 In addition to the informal and formal member self-assessments, journals have been a widely 
used evaluation method in counseling. If group members are asked to keep a journal, this can 
provide the group facilitator with ongoing insight into the member’s experiential evaluation 
of the personal impact of the group. Journal entries also provide an excellent overview of 
the ongoing process of the group and afford members the opportunity to assess changes 
in a nonevaluative manner. Thus, the journal can be a nonthreatening source of member 
self-evaluation. 

 Because most of the work by individuals in group counseling takes place between sessions, 
the group facilitator may want to consider avenues for encouraging continuation of the 
process that has been initiated during the session. The use of a group journal to record their 
feelings and reactions can signifi cantly facilitate continued self-exploration outside the group 
sessions. Because in any group only a limited amount of time is available to any individual 
member, the journal can be viewed as an opportunity to express and explore thoughts and 
reactions for which there was not an opportunity in the group. 

 Riordan (1996) reviewed what he termed “scriptotherapy” in counseling and cited several 
benefi ts to using writing in counseling. Some researchers have linked writing about per-
sonal issues to improved health and psychological functioning (Borkin, 2014; Pennebaker, 
1997; Wright, 2002; Zyromski, 2007). Doxsee and Kivlighan (1994) noted that writing 
about therapeutic experiences can ease both interpersonal and intrapersonal confusion. The 
impact has also been noted in the research literature related to the positive effects in group 
work (Dwyer et al., 2013; Falco & Bauman, 2004; Hall & Hawley, 2004). Haberstroh et al. 
(2006) expanded journaling beyond the “hard copy” and demonstrated the utility of using 
e-journals as a complement to group work. 

 Journals are seldom used with groups younger than high school age, and even at this level 
with considerable caution, because school-age adolescents may view writing in the journal as 
homework or an assignment. In such cases, unnecessary resistance to the total group process 
may develop. A very simple approach to the journal utilizing a list of feeling objectives 
and self-descriptive phrases from which to choose could be quite effective with elementary 
school–age children. Children also could be asked to draw pictures depicting what they 
learned in the group that day, how they felt, or something they experienced between sessions. 

 For members who fi nd it diffi cult to express very personal feelings and reactions in the 
group, the journal can be a safe place to begin. Our experience has been that such members 
then are better able to verbalize those same feelings and reactions in the group and usually in 
a more direct manner. Although it is possible that writing in a journal could “drain off ” or 
detract from the spontaneity of the expression, this is not usually the case. 

 The journal also affords the group facilitator an opportunity to know and understand 
group members more fully. These additional insights can greatly enhance the facilitator’s 
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sensitivity, understanding, and effectiveness in the group. A caution seems appropriate at 
this point, though. Material revealed through journalism should not be introduced into the 
group by the facilitator. This is the responsibility of the group member. Premature introduc-
tion by the facilitator could be viewed as a violation of confi dentiality by the member, or 
at least it could create dependency on the facilitator to “bring it up” and then deprive the 
member of the opportunity to learn from taking a risk. 

 The purpose and structure of the journal should be discussed fully with the group and 
their wishes honored. The following two examples of structured guidelines for writing in 
the journal could be utilized separately, or parts of each combined, to meet the needs of your 
particular group. 

 Example 1: Guide to Writing in the Journal 

 The journal is like a diary but different in that it is not a simple chronicle of events and 
situations that occur in the laboratory group. Rather than summarizing what happened, 
your focus in writing should be upon your own feelings as you experienced them in the 
group. You may have feelings regarding other people in the group, the leader, yourself, or the 
“group” in general. 

 The following are some guidelines: 

 • Write in the journal as soon as you can following each group experience. This will 
make your recollection as current as possible. 

 • Focus on your own affect rather than upon other people or group process. 
 • Be specifi c and concrete. 
 • Try to make the journal an extension of the group experience rather than a summary. 

It should be an exercise in deep self-exploration. 
 • The logical extension of “getting in touch” with your current feelings is to inspect 

them for motivation. 
 • Treat the journal as you would any professional material that is highly confi dential in 

nature. The journal will be read by your group facilitator. 

 The following four excerpts from journals illustrate the kind of material that is most helpful 
to the writer. 

 Excerpt 1 

 Perhaps that’s why I’m so interested in __ as an individual. I’m also wondering if signifi -
cant people for me develop because of their approval, trust and liking—it has a big part to 
do with it. I have enjoyed very few people who gave me negative feedback. Criticism is 
diffi cult for me to accept—but I fi nd a deeper respect and eventually high regard for those 
who give me criticism in a building way. 

 Excerpt 2 

 When Marilyn said we weren’t totally strangers, it really hit me that that’s exactly what 
I felt—a stranger, separate, and alone. While I was talking about myself the fi rst time, I 
was glad because I wanted almost to be forced to be open, to reveal myself although it 
scared hell out of me to do it. I wanted the group to focus on me because I wanted to be 
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reassured that they wouldn’t let me get by with being phony, that they wouldn’t just leave 
me as I was. 

 Excerpt 3 

 So a woman is good, kind, open, and honest, and really has some basic strong points. But 
these are not selling points in today’s market. Is what I am asking too much? I really can’t 
believe that it is. But I fi nd myself doubting me and even the strong points when I face 
the everyday world I live in. I almost want to shout “I have played the game fair and done 
everything I was taught to do and still it isn’t enough. Why! Why! Why!” 

 Excerpt 4 

 I winced a little as Frank suggested that Jim was not being open. It was obvious that Jim 
felt great pain at such a charge. I too felt the pain because even though I would like very 
much to be open, I don’t seem to know how. 

 FOLLOW-UP SESSIONS AS AN EVALUATIVE TOOL 

 Scheduling a follow-up session 2 to 3 months after the group’s termination and apprising 
members of such can provide an impetus for members to continue to work on growth-
promoting areas of change. Milliken et al. (2016) noted that a follow-up session can assess 
whether members are continuing to make progress on goals, whether changes made in group 
have been sustained, and get feedback on the perceived impact of the group. 

 The follow-up session can provide an excellent opportunity for group members to iden-
tify new goals for themselves, to explore sources for continued growth toward these new 
goals, and to work on any unresolved issues. This is typically not a time when major issues 
are resolved. After being “on their own” for several weeks, members seem to need emotional 
support and affi rmation more than they need answers or advice. Perceptions of changes are 
shared, gains solidifi ed, and areas of concern for self and others shared. 

 SUMMARY 

 Evaluation and follow-up are crucial steps in the total group counseling process and should 
not be viewed as appendages to be added on to the group experience. Evaluation is a neces-
sary and signifi cant factor in the group facilitator’s effort to provide effective help to group 
members. The group facilitator should engage in a process of developing self-awareness and 
be open to feedback from group members. A systematic and effective evaluation procedure 
can greatly enhance the facilitative efforts of the group leader. 

 Follow-up sessions can be a means of providing an impetus for members to continue to 
work on growth-promoting areas of change. Therefore, group facilitators are encouraged to 
plan ahead for follow-up sessions. 
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C H A P T E R

 12 

 GROUP COUNSELING OF CHILDREN 

 I must take issue with the term “a mere child,” for it has been my invariable experience 
that the company of a mere child is infi nitely preferable to that of a mere adult. 

 Fran Lebowitz 

 Children need and want assistance. Group counseling is an excellent means to assist in their 
development, to help them learn about themselves and how to prevent negative and increase 
positive interpersonal relationships, and to help them explore the here and now while con-
sidering implications for the future. 

 As an age group, children are probably the least understood and the most diffi cult to work 
with for most counselors. Children do not communicate in the customary ways familiar 
to most adults. They often fail to follow the usual rules of courtesy in groups and are not 
inclined to be turned on by insight-inducing self-exploration as are most adults. They can 
be blatantly disruptive and may even ignore the best facilitation moves the counselor has to 
offer. Although these points are typically true of children’s groups, they can also be the most 
alive, active, sensitively caring, and rewarding groups. Greater group-facilitation skill may 
actually be required for working with children’s groups because they are developmentally 
more diverse and more likely to stimulate the subjective values of the facilitator. It may 
be quite diffi cult for many group facilitators to refrain from reacting as a typical parent to 
disruptive behavior in a children’s group, something that almost never happens in most adult 
groups. 

 GENERAL GOALS AND PURPOSES 

 In group counseling relationships, children experience the therapeutic releasing qualities of 
(a) discovering that their peers have problems too and (b) a diminishing of the barriers of 
feeling all alone. A feeling of belonging develops, and new interpersonal skills are attempted 
in a “real-life” encounter in which children learn more effective ways of relating to people 
through the process of trial and error. The group, then, is a microcosm of children’s everyday 
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world. In this setting, children are afforded the opportunity for immediate reactions from 
peers as well as the opportunity for vicarious learning. Children also develop a sensitivity to 
others and receive a tremendous boost to their self-concept through being helpful to some-
one else. For abused children who have poor self-concepts and a life history of experiencing 
failure, discovering that they can be helpful to someone else may be the most profound 
therapeutic quality possible. In the counseling group, children also discover that they are 
worthy of respect and that their worth is not dependent on what they  do  or what they  produce  
but rather on who they are. 

 As in group counseling for adolescents and adults, group counseling for children is 
basically a psychological and social process in which children learn about themselves and 
others and the dynamics of interacting in ways that are mutually satisfying and basically 
encouraging. When children experience diffi culty in developing appropriate social rela-
tionships, lack self-discipline in controlling their own behavior, have poor self-esteem, 
experience a lack of motivation, or in general have diffi culty in developing coping behav-
iors that enable them to make adequate and self-enhancing adjustments, group counseling 
can be considered a signifi cant intervention process (Homeyer & Sweeney, 1999). Emphasis 
on succeeding coupled with a high incidence of divorce, alcoholic parents, physical abuse, 
sexual abuse, fi nancially stressed parents, and parents who abuse drugs are all factors that 
may contribute to stressed children who have diffi culty coping or succeeding, especially 
in classrooms. We believe group counseling experiences should be provided for children 
before they begin to experience the consistent and cumulative failure that often leads to 
an unhealthy self-concept. 

 SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 Although the basic principles of group counseling apply to working with children in groups, 
some additional essential considerations are needed regarding the structuring of sessions. A 
basic rule of thumb is the younger the children the shorter the attention span and thus the 
shorter the session. The most effective time frame for preschool and primary-grade children 
seems to be 30- to 45-minute sessions, with some groups meeting twice a week. 

 A second rule of thumb is the younger the children the greater the degree of physical 
activity and thus the smaller the group. Groups of fi ve to six children are usually recom-
mended up to age 9. Play-therapy groups might have only two or three children depending 
on the needs of the children and the size of the playroom or play area. 

 If the therapeutic group approach is based primarily on verbal discussion, then the third 
rule of thumb is: the younger the children the less they know about how to function in a 
group and thus the more structure is needed. Our own experience has shown that as children 
learn how to assume responsibility for their behavior in the group, less emphasis is needed 
on structure. 

 The same ethical codes of professional conduct required for working with adults apply 
when working with children. The counselor employed in an agency or private practice 
must obtain approval from the parent or legal guardian. By law, parents are responsible for 
children and therefore must be informed about the nature of the group counseling proce-
dure, and consent must be secured. Because of the high incidence of divorce in our society, 
the counselor must ensure that permission is obtained from the adult who has legal custody 
of the child. In most public schools, obtaining parental permission is not an issue because 
the counseling program is considered to be an extension of the educational program of the 
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school. However, this is not the case in all public schools, so the counselor is well advised to 
be acquainted with local school policy. 

 An appropriate procedure in most children’s groups is to review basic group rules during 
the fi rst session. Children need to know what limits are in effect; therefore, reviewing rules 
for group interaction such as  one person talks at a time ,  remain seated , and  listen to others  can be 
a way of helping children to learn how to function effectively as a group. Responsibility can 
be conveyed to the group by asking the children to share what rules they think are necessary 
to have a successful group. As will be discussed later, in play-therapy groups, limitations on 
behaviors are best stated at the time they are needed. 

 Group counseling with children is distinctly different from group counseling with 
adults. Children are not as capable of verbally expressing themselves as are adults. Their 
natural means of interaction are play and activity oriented. Indeed, for children younger 
than 9 or 10 years of age, the natural means of communication is play. Therefore, coun-
selors for children’s groups must have had supervised training with children so they will 
know how to utilize this medium effectively to facilitate children’s communication with 
each other and the counselor. 

 FORMATS 

 Formats for counseling with children in groups should take into consideration the developmen-
tal level of children and should be based on children’s natural means of communicating their 
emotional and social needs. Because children’s natural “language” is play, they are much more 
comfortable acting out their behavior than talking about their problems or concerns. Therefore, 
exclusive emphasis on the interview or discussion-type format of group counseling is not rec-
ommended for children younger than 9 years of age. When children feel uncomfortable trying 
to conduct themselves appropriately with what is for them an awkward procedure, the relation-
ship that is so crucial to the group counseling process is slow to develop. Depending on the age 
of the children, the formats for group counseling with children that are recommended are group 
play therapy and structured group counseling (psychoeducational groups). In the remainder of 
this chapter, we provide an overview of each format, along with an innovative approach to help-
ing children by teaching their parent(s) the tenets of child-centered play therapy. 

 Group Play Therapy 

 Meaning of Play 

 Group play therapy is recommended for children up to age 9 and takes into consideration the 
developmental implications of abstract reasoning and thinking that are not fully developed until 
approximately age 10 or 11. Because much of our verbal language is communication based 
on abstract symbols, children younger than age 9 experience diffi culty using this medium to 
express feelings and explore relationships. A difference also exists between children’s produc-
tion and comprehension of language. The level of children’s understanding typically surpasses 
the maturity of their speech. To restrict children to verbal expression imposes unnecessary 
limitations on the communication that must take place between children and the counselor 
and within the group if the time together is to be a therapeutic experience. Play is to children 
what verbalization is to adults. It is a medium for expressing feelings, exploring relationships, 
describing experiences, disclosing wishes, and achieving self-fulfi llment. 



166 GROUP COUNSELING OF CHILDREN

 According to Landreth (2012), play is the child’s symbolic language of self-expression and 
can reveal (a) what the child has experienced; (b) reactions to what was experienced; (c) feel-
ings about what was experienced; (d) what the child wishes, wants, or needs; and (e) the 
child’s perception of self. An understanding of children’s play behavior provides cues to help 
the therapist to enter more fully into the inner life of the child. Because the child’s world is a 
world of action and activity, play therapy provides the therapist with an opportunity to enter 
the child’s world. The selection of a variety of appropriate toys by the therapist can facilitate 
a wide range of feeling-oriented expressions by children. Thus, children are not restricted to 
discussing what happened; rather, they live out at the moment of the play the past experiences 
and associated feelings. Therefore, the therapist is allowed to experience and participate in 
the emotional lives of children rather than reliving situational happenings. Because children 
thrust their total being into their play, expressions and feelings are experienced by children as 
being specifi c, concrete, and current, thus allowing the therapist to respond to their present 
activities, statements, feelings, and emotions rather than past circumstances. 

 For children, play is their voice, and group can become the social learning laboratory for 
change. Homeyer and Sweeney (2001, p. 98) noted, “Children learn about themselves in 
group play therapy. They learn because they are permitted to communicate in their own 
language. They learn as they hear and observe the perceptions of the therapist and the other 
members.” The group becomes a social microcosm of their everyday world, yet it is a world 
in which everyday anxieties can be worked through using play as the medium, a medium 
that the child fi nds comfortable. 

 Selection of Members 

 The Association for Play Therapy’s Best Practice Guidelines (2009) specify that “The play 
therapist selects clients for group play therapy whose needs are compatible and conducive to 
the therapeutic process and well-being of each client” (p. 6). Therefore, the purpose of the 
group must be well articulated and then each member should be screened to match group 
purpose to child need. Sweeney et al. (2014) emphasized the importance of screening and 
noted that this process should include the parents or guardians of the potential group mem-
ber and can include an individual play session to see how the child responds to the process 
of play therapy. 

 Group size and make up is an important issue when working with children. O’Connor 
(2000) suggested four to six children for one leader, 6 to 10 for co-leaders, while Ray (2011) 
recommended two to three for one leader is preferable. Both noted the importance of bal-
ancing group size with the needs of the children and the attending demands of the counselor. 
Age of the members is also a consideration. The primary rule of thumb is to keep the ages 
and developmental stages of the members as homogeneous as possible while also considering 
possible learning advantages group members could enjoy by working with a more hetero-
geneous group. Ray (2011, p. 191) provides some excellent guidelines for navigating these 
tricky decisions: 

 1. Can a characteristic of one child be a model for another child? 
 2. Will the characteristic of one child overwhelm another member of the group? 
 3. When considering cultural differences, such as ethnicity, language, or socioeconomic 

level, will the mix be so new and different that it negatively impacts the group or indi-
vidual dynamics? 
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 Counselor Role 

 The role of the counselor is primarily determined by the facilitator’s theory. While practi-
tioners of child-centered group play therapy (CCGPT) will adopt a nondirective stance in 
group, and cognitive play may be more directive, Adlerian facilitators may strike a middle 
ground and choose times to be both directive and nondirective (Knell, 2016; Kottman & 
Meany-Walen, 2016; Lin & Bratton, 2015). 

 While all recognize the importance of the child–group facilitator relationship, CCGPT 
provides the core elements that we feel beginning group play therapists should focus on as a 
foundation. CCGPT is based on the philosophical underpinnings of Rogers’s person-centered 
theory and emphasize the child’s own natural striving toward health and the importance of 
the counselor in exhibiting the necessary and suffi cient conditions for change: empathy, 
unconditional positive regard, and genuineness. In practice, this means the group leader cre-
ates a play space in which the group members get to choose how to play and who to play 
with, engaging in verbal or nonverbal communication and expressing self in any way the 
member chooses. 

 Play Process 

 In the natural course of interacting with each other in the playroom, children learn not only 
about other children but also about themselves. Ginott (1994) suggested that the presence 
of several children in the playroom helps to anchor the experience to the world of reality. 
In the process of interacting, children help each other assume responsibility in interpersonal 
relationships. Children then are able to naturally and immediately extend these interactions 
with peers outside the setting of group play therapy. Unlike most other approaches to group 
counseling, in group play therapy, no group goals exist, and group cohesion is not an essential 
part of the developing process. 

 Unlike other groups discussed in this book, group cohesion is less important with this 
population due to developmental issues. In group play therapy, group members play, and the 
group leader facilitates this process through refl ecting the individual behaviors of the group 
members and overall process observations, when appropriate. 

 Playroom and Toys 

 The physical setting for group play therapy can be either a playroom designated for that 
purpose or a part of a larger room with toys and materials appropriately displayed. A major 
consideration is a setting that affords privacy and is large enough to afford a certain degree 
of freedom within the context of limitations on destructiveness. A room that is too small 
restricts children’s expressions and may promote frustration. Likewise, a room that is too large 
may encourage too much activity and inhibits the development of a relationship with the 
counselor or other children because too little contact and interaction occur. 

 Because toys and materials are used by children to communicate their personal world, 
Landreth (2012) recommended selecting toys and materials that facilitate the following goals: 

 • establishment of a positive relationship with a child; 
 • expression of a wide range of feelings; 
 • exploration of real-life experiences; 
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 • testing of limits; 
 • development of a positive image; 
 • development of self-understanding; and 
 • opportunity to redirect behaviors unacceptable to others. 

 Toys should be purposefully chosen, and it is recommended that they represent the three 
broad categories of 

 1.  real-life toys , such as a doll, a bendable doll family, a dollhouse and furniture, a nursing 
bottle, play dishes, a small car, an airplane, and a telephone; 

 2.  acting-out or aggressive-release toys , such as handcuffs, a dart gun, toy soldiers, a pounding 
bench, a rubber knife, and infl atable punching toys; and 

 3.  toys for creative expression and emotional release , such as crayons, newsprint, blunt scissors, 
pipe cleaners, popsicle sticks, Play-Doh, hand puppets, a Nerf ball, Scotch tape, and 
nontoxic glue or paste. 

 Creating an appropriate selection of toys can be both challenging and exciting for group 
play therapists. There are many online toy vendors that cater to play therapy needs, many 
of whom attend professional conferences and sell items. It is important to balance purpose 
with toy selection and realize it is not necessary to have a toy of every type for every group 
member. Sweeney et al. (2014) noted that although having such a high selection may seem 
fair, children “can lose the opportunity to learn to share and resolves confl ict with limited 
group play therapy materials” (p. 57). 

 Research 

 Sweeney et al. (2014) reported that group play therapy has been proven to be an effective 
treatment modality for a wide range of childhood presenting problems. In their review 
of the literature, they found 32 research studies on group play therapy published since 1940. 
The majority of these studies used CCGPT as the theoretical base and treatment model. 
Meta-analyses of CCGPT literature demonstrate its impact on a host of childhood issues 
including externalizing behaviors, symptoms related to trauma, limited social-emotional 
assets, low self-esteem, negative self-concept and impaired academic performance (Bratton 
et al., 2005; Cheng & Ray, 2016; Lin & Bratton, 2015; Ray et al., 2015). 

 PSYCHOEDUCATIONAL GROUP COUNSELING 

 Meaning of Psychoeducational Groups 

 Structured group counseling entails group counseling experiences focused upon the limited 
ability of children to verbally discuss topics that have been predetermined by the group 
counselor. Psychoeducational groups, by design, are centered around specifi c skills or skills 
defi cits of the members. Common psychoeducational groups for children include friendship 
groups, anger-management groups, coping with divorce, coping with bereavement, social 
skills, self-esteem, and coping with siblings. Group facilitators impart information to the 
group members, who then process and integrate the new skills. With adults and adolescents, 
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psychoeducational groups can focus more on the verbal processing of the skill and related 
defi cits, while with children, the processing and skill learning may need to be more cre-
ative and developmentally appropriate. This creativity may manifest as information sharing 
through some form of structured media such as puppets, stories, role-playing, games, or 
activities or a highly structured series of questions and discussion stimulus leads. For example, 
a structured group around the issue of friendship may include the group leader reading the 
book  Making Friends  by Kate Petty (1991). After reading the book, the group members may 
talk or draw a picture about the story or answer questions posed by the group leader about 
friendship. 

 Selection of Members 

 Members should be selected based on the presence of the identifi ed skills defi cit coupled 
with struggles associated with that defi cit. For example, when doing a group focused on cop-
ing with divorce, group leaders would select group members whose parents were divorced. 
Group leaders should also have some means of assessing stress related to the divorce. How 
one defi nes “stress” would determine the topics for the group. If you defi ned stress as anxiety 
and negative academic impact, then you might choose group members who rated moder-
ate to severe on an anxiety scale and whose grades had dropped in the 6 months after the 
divorce. The point is, selection of members should be tied to the skills defi cit and should also 
be attached to some measure of distress. Why is this important? If you do not clearly defi ne 
your skills defi cit and your level of distress, then your screening will be ineffective, leading to 
having members in your group who do not belong. For example, can you imagine having 
a child in the divorce group whose parents were not divorced? What about a child whose 
parents were divorced 5 years ago, when she was 2 years old, and the child has no memory 
of the event and is not expressing any negative consequences? In both cases, the child would 
not benefi t from the group and could present a management issue when boredom sets in. 

 Counselor Role 

 The role of the counselor in psychoeducational groups is to balance imparting of informa-
tion with processing. Children are often brought to counseling by an authority fi gure and are 
also new to the culture of counseling. To address these two possible obstacles, group leaders 
should be active in establishing a comfortable learning environment and teach the members 
about the norms of group work. The balance between learning and processing is what makes 
the group environment often different from and more appealing than the classroom or home 
environment. The leader should be skilled at teaching the new skill, allow the children to 
explore the new skill and then provide time to talk about what has been learned. 

 Process 

 As mentioned, psychoeducational groups are structured groups designed to teach a set of skills 
that remediate an identifi ed skills defi cit in your chosen population. Prior to the start of the 
group, group leaders should prepare a group proposal along the lines of what was discussed 
in  Chapter 7 . At a minimum, group leaders should have a clearly defi ned skills defi cit(s) of 
the targeted population, topics/skills for each session that directly address the defi cit, member 
selection criteria, and all group details such as group duration, session length, number of 
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members, meeting site, cost, and materials needed to complete each session. Bryan et al. 
(2016, p. 248) suggest making an outline for each session that includes: 

 • Session Name/Topic 
 • Goals and Objectives 
 • Materials Needed 
 • Developmental Activities 

 • Review 
 • Imparting Information 
 • Processing 
 • Closing 

 • Evaluation 

 Psychoeducational groups with children progress through developmental stages much like 
groups with other populations. In the early stage, the group will be getting used to the norms 
of the group and what it is like to function in the group environment. Children will feel 
each other out but will mainly attend to the leader. In the early stages, the leader will take 
the lead in setting the norms of group with regards to learning and processing. It is vital that 
the leader see each session, even the fi rst one, as a model for the life of the group. The group 
members are watching you and will replicate the behavioral norms set early in the process, so 
engagement and focus are key to later group success. 

 In the middle stages, group should progress consistently as long as good group norms have 
been set in the previous groups. New skills can be implemented and processed, and children 
will respond favorably in this consistent pattern. Limit testing will occur and is normal. 
Group leaders should be prepared to set fi rm limits and fold the resistance into the topic of 
the group where possible and appropriate. For example, consider the following interaction 
from a friendship group with 8-year-old boys: 

  LEADER : OK, all, today we are going to talk about Respect. What does “respect” mean to you? 
What does it look like in a friendship? [Leader goes to write responses on whiteboard.] 

  BLAKE : Well, when someone respects you, they treat you nice. 
  LEADER : Great! What does “treat you nice” look like? 
  RILEY : They listen to you. 
  LEADER : OK! Listening. I see head nods in the group. Dylan, tell me what you think. 
  DYLAN : Yeah, listening is good. Also, they have your back. 
    [At this point, the leader notices two group members side talking.] 
  LEADER : Got it. They have your back. They support you. You know as we are talking, I am 

noticing that Luke and Braden are talking. Guys, I’m wondering how your behavior is a 
sign of respect or disrespect? 

  LUKE : Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it. I just had to tell him something about class. 
  LEADER : I understand you didn’t mean for it to be disrespectful, but that could be the impact. 

If listening is an element of respect, then not listening is disrespectful according to our 
defi nition. 

  LUKE : Yeah, I get that. 

 In the middle stages, the leader should maintain the consistent progress of the group, con-
tinuing to emphasize learning and group connection. With older children, they will begin 
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to take more leadership and responsibility for the group process, as evidenced by greater 
member-to-member interaction and comfort in sharing. 

 Psychoeducational groups are often time-limited and termination is a known event. Ter-
mination is a time for reviewing the skills covered in group, focusing on integration of those 
skills into daily life, evaluating progress, completing unfi nished business, and saying good-bye 
to the group experience. Because group connections often feel more authentic and support-
ive than many external relationships, group leaders must be prepared for intense emotions 
from the group members, even in psychoeducational groups. Group leaders should treat 
termination as a skill to be learned by the group and should prepare an activity to learn about 
healthy good-byes in every type of psychoeducational group. Termination is also a time to 
evaluate the progress of the members and the effectiveness of the group. Group members 
who need extra support to continue their growth should be referred to appropriate resources. 
Group effectiveness measures should be linked to the group’s original defi nition and evalua-
tion of the member’s stress or defi cit. 

 Materials 

 Materials will vary depending on the topic, but as noted, group leaders should feel free to select 
any activity as long as it is developmentally appropriate and addresses the topic of the group. 
The key is that, whereas in activity groups, the activity is the focus, in psychoeducational 
groups, the activity serves the learning and processing. As such, making sure the activity fur-
thers the learning acquisition and is not chosen “just because it is fun” is a vital consideration. 

 Research 

 Psychoeducational groups for children are a very popular treatment approach, especially 
in schools. Research fi ndings demonstrate effectiveness with a wide range of issues such 
as sexual abuse (Kenny, 2009), bereavement (Daigle & Labelle, 2012; Werner-Lin & Biank, 
2009), coping with foster placement (Craven & Lee, 2010), and social anxiety (Vassilopoulos, 
Brouzos, Damer, Mellou, & Mitropoulou, 2013). 

 CHILD–PARENT RELATIONSHIP THERAPY (CPRT) 

 Parents in our society are experiencing increasing diffi culty in maintaining the kind of family 
relationships and atmosphere that are conducive to the healthy development of each member 
of the family. How parents feel about themselves and their sense of adequacy as a person and 
a parent signifi cantly affects their interaction with their children and thus their children’s 
development. Parents need assistance in learning skills that encourage the development of 
positive parent–child relationships and that will in turn positively impact parents’ perceptions 
of themselves as parents. To assume that most parents already know what these skills are and 
how to utilize them is not borne out by fact or experience. Relatively little effort has been 
put forth in our society to teach parents how to interact with their children in facilitative and 
therapeutic ways. According to Landreth (2012, p. 24), “Children need time for emotional 
sharing with their parents, and parents need to know how to respond in facilitative ways if 
the necessary relationship is to develop.” CPRT, which trains parents in basic child-centered 
play-therapy skills, is unique among parent-training programs in that the objective of CPRT 
is to train parents to become therapeutic agents in their children’s lives. 
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 Historical Development of Filial Therapy and CPRT 

 Although fi lial therapy is a relatively recent development in the fi eld of mental health, prec-
edents for training parents to be therapeutic agents in their children’s lives can be traced to 
the early part of the twentieth century. 

 Freud, in the early 1900s, served as the therapeutic consultant to the father of a 5-year-old 
phobic child in the famous case of “Little Hans.” Freud provided instruction to the father 
for having play sessions at home and would later interpret the child’s play in sessions with 
the father (see Freud, 1959). Baruch (1949) advocated parent–child play sessions at home 
for the purpose of enhancing communication and improving the parent–child relationship. 
Nancy Rogers-Fuchs (Fuchs, 1957), with the counsel of her father, Carl Rogers, conducted 
home play sessions with her daughter based on the writings of Virginia Axline (1947). Fuchs 
reported positive changes in her daughter, who had been experiencing emotional diffi culties 
related to toilet training. In addition, she noted positive changes within herself. Moustakas’s 
description of home play sessions was one of the earliest: “Play therapy in the home . . . is 
a way through which the child opens himself to emotional expression and in this process 
releases tensions and repressed feelings” (1959, p. 275). These early experiences of parent–
child play interactions differed from fi lial therapy in several ways: The parents (a) did not 
participate in regular training and supervision from a professional and (b) did not share their 
experience in a support format (Landreth, 2012). 

 In the early 1960s, Bernard Guerney recognized the burgeoning demand for and unavail-
ability of mental-health services for children and families and developed an innovative treat-
ment methodology based on training parents in basic child-centered play-therapy skills to 
treat their own emotionally disturbed children (Guerney, 1997). Landreth (2012) expanded 
on this concept, emphasizing that even parents whose children are not suffering from adjust-
ment problems can benefi t from learning how to relate more effectively to their children. 
The objective of this approach is to help the parent become the therapeutic agent in the 
child’s life by utilizing the naturally existing bond between parent and child, thus the term 
 fi lial therapy  (Guerney et al., 1966). 

 Landreth (2012) developed CPRT as a 10-session, short-term model and approach to fi lial 
therapy for parents and children. Filial therapy is defi ned as 

 a unique approach used by professionals trained in play therapy to train parents to be 
therapeutic agents with their own children through a format of didactic instruction, dem-
onstration of play sessions, required at-home laboratory play sessions, and supervision in 
a supportive atmosphere. Parents are taught basic child-centered play therapy principles 
and skills . . . and learn how to create a nonjudgmental, understanding, and accepting 
environment that enhances the parent–child relationship, thus facilitating personal growth 
and change for child and parent. 

 (Bratton & Landreth, 2006, p. 11) 

 Typically, parents are trained in a small-group format to use child-centered play-therapy prin-
ciples and skills as practiced by Axline (1969), Ginott (1965), Landreth (2012), and Moustakas 
(1959). These skills are implemented in special weekly home play sessions with their own 
children. Combining a support-group format with didactic instruction provides a dynamic 
process that sets CPRT apart from other parent-training programs, the majority of which are 
exclusively educational in nature and behaviorally oriented. 
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 Why Use CPRT? 

 The primary source of children’s maladjustment can presumably be attributed to interper-
sonal relationships within the family and to patterns of these relationships. The underlying 
rationale for the use of CPRT is based on the hypothesis that if parents can be taught to 
assume the role of therapist, they can conceivably be more effective than a professional, 
because the parent naturally has more emotional signifi cance in the life of the child. The 
CPRT approach enlists the parent’s participation as a key player in assisting the child, thus 
encouraging the parent’s motivation to be helped and to be of help with his or her child. 
Unlike traditional therapy in which parents may feel guilty as the cause of their child’s 
problems and threatened by the therapist’s relationship with their child, CPRT appeals to the 
parent as an ally, an essential partner in the child’s improvement. When parents feel valued 
and supported, they are more likely to support a child’s therapy than sabotage it. 

 The diffi culties parents experience in learning to utilize the therapeutic role and skills 
being taught may stimulate signifi cant issues that may serve as a catalytic force for insight and 
personal growth for all members of the training group during the group discussion process. 
As parents improve their observational skills, develop a genuine interest in their child’s needs, 
and become more sensitive to their child’s emotional messages, they may gain a greater 
understanding of their child and more realistic expectations for the child. 

 As parents learn to communicate this enhanced genuine interest, attention, and sensitiv-
ity to their child, an improved self-concept, an increased sense of security, and a decrease in 
aggressiveness by the child may be expected. The parent’s success in utilizing the prescribed 
therapeutic role should have an effect far greater than a therapist could achieve by doing 
the same thing. These therapeutic attitudes and interpersonal skills acquired by parents can 
be utilized by parents to help all their children fulfi ll their potentials and to maintain their 
progress long after the formal training has ended. Thus, the interpersonal dynamics of the 
entire family system are positively affected (Guerney, 1969). 

 Unique Aspects of CPRT 

 CPRT is unique among parent-training programs in focusing on developing and enhancing 
the parent–child relationship as opposed to correcting or changing behavior problems. The 
means by which to achieve these goals include the use of play, which is recognized in play 
therapy as the medium through which children communicate. This is in contrast to other 
parent-training programs, which are based entirely upon verbal communication. CPRT cre-
ates an opportunity for the child to be actively involved in the process rather than just having 
the parents apply new skills to the children. 

 The skills learned in CPRT are employed by the parents in weekly 30-minute structured 
play sessions with their children. Requiring the skills learned to be practiced only once a 
week avoids the usual parent-training approach of overwhelming the parent by requiring 
global parenting changes in all interactions with their children. The fi lial skills, however, are 
readily generalizable to parent–child relationships outside the special play times as the parent 
feels comfortable to do so. This helps to ensure a successful experience for the parent and is 
thus reinforcing to the utilization of the skills learned in the training sessions. 

 A major component of CPRT is the supervision of the parent–child weekly special play 
sessions either through live demonstrations by the parents or via videotapes parents make of 
their home sessions. This supervision component of the training process also sets CPRT apart 
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from other parent-training programs. Supervision of counselors in training is considered 
crucial to the development of therapeutic skills and is likewise considered crucial for parents 
learning new skills in building relationships with their children. If parents are not able to 
demonstrate acquisition of the skills being taught, then additional training can be applied. 

 Objectives of CPRT 

 The core emphasis of CPRT is to increase the connection within the parent–child relation-
ship by instructing parents in the philosophy and skills associated with child-centered play 
therapy. While in other forms of counseling, the therapeutic relationship is localized in the 
client–counselor relationship, in CPRT, the parent–child relationship is the agent of change. 
The goal of CPRT is to facilitate new parental learning in the hope that these new attitudes 
and strategies will lead to a healthier parent–child relationship and more adaptive overall 
strategies on the part of both parent and child. Within the core objective, there are goals or 
objectives for both children and parents within the process. 

 Landreth (2012, pp. 84–85) proposed several objectives for child-centered play therapy, 
which also apply to the CPRT process. CPRT helps the child 

 • develop a more positive self-concept; 
 • assume greater self-responsibility; 
 • become more self-directing; 
 • become more self-accepting; 
 • become more self-reliant; 
 • engage in self-determined decision making; 
 • experience a feeling of control; 
 • become sensitive to the process of coping; 
 • develop an internal source of evaluation; and 
 • become more trusting of self. 

 The fact that problem issues between the parent and child (as opposed to between a therapist 
and child) are being addressed may, in fact, reinforce the development and fulfi llment of these 
objectives. 

 Equally important objectives of CPRT are those pertaining to the parents. Parents are 
affi rmed and empowered in the group, which in turn creates an opportunity for their children 
to be affi rmed and empowered. As children observe their parents’ increased self-confi dence 
in their effi cacy as parents, they feel secure and empowered themselves. CPRT helps parents 

 • learn child-centered therapy skills 
 • develop a more positive concept of self as parents; 
 • recognize the importance of play in the lives of their children; 
 • increase self-confi dence in parenting abilities; 
 • decrease feelings of chaos and frustration; 
 • develop a wider array of parenting skills; 
 • assume a greater level of responsibility in the parenting of their children; 
 • experience a feeling of control; 
 • increase levels of empathy and acceptance of their children; and 
 • develop patience. 



GROUP COUNSELING OF CHILDREN 175

 Selection of Members 

 An important aspect of the structure of CPRT involves the selection of parents. Although it is 
advisable to screen out parents from CPRT groups who have substantial emotional problems 
themselves (severe depression, psychosis, etc.), the training benefi ts parents from all situations. 
Likewise, CPRT group can be appropriate for parents of all children, not just children who 
are experiencing emotional and behavioral diffi culties. Successful CPRT groups have included 
many parent and child populations, as noted in the Research section, as well as grandparents, 
parents of teenagers, fi rst-time pregnant parents, older siblings, and so on. It is clear that no 
families are exempt from occasional disruptions, such as the birth of a new child, change of 
employment, death of a friend or relative, and so on. Any of these experiences can cause some 
level of anxiety or depression in a child, which in turn leads the child to act out. A parent who 
has been trained in CPRT will most likely look beyond the behavior to the emotional need 
being expressed as opposed to immediately seeking to eliminate the undesirable behavior. If 
parental or child issues make it diffi cult to focus on the objectives of CPRT, individual coun-
seling may be indicated, with CPRT as an adjunct or follow-up form of treatment. 

 Counselor Role 

 An established structural component of the CPRT process is the education and qualifi cation 
of the CPRT facilitator. Because CPRT is based upon the foundational skills of child-centered 
play therapy, the CPRT trainer must be a trained and experienced play therapist. The CPRT 
model was originally developed and designed for use with groups of parents. Although the 
specifi c skills learned in CPRT can be taught on an individual basis, there is no substitute for 
the shared emotional experience and vicarious learning that occur within a group setting. It 
is imperative, therefore, for the CPRT facilitator to be skilled in group therapy as well as play-
therapy skills. A CPRT group normally consists of six to eight individual parents or three to 
four couples. A larger number of parents interferes with group process and makes it diffi cult 
to provide the necessary supervision of the parents’ play sessions. 

 Because discussion and interaction are considered crucial to the training process, the facili-
tator should not cast him- or herself as the “expert,” because this tends to inhibit parents 
from volunteering their own solutions. Questions are turned back to the group, and possible 
solutions are generated through lively discussion. Handouts and homework assignments are 
given at each session and are reviewed at the beginning of each subsequent meeting. Home-
work reinforces the training, and reviewing the homework reinforces the material covered in 
the assignments. The handouts include general information about play therapy and materials 
on limit setting, discipline, and other parenting subjects. Homework assignments include 
worksheets on recognizing and responding to feelings, employing refl ective communication, 
engaging in appropriate limit setting, and so on, as well as assignments to put together the 
toy kit, to select and prepare a time and place for the play times, and to conduct the sessions. 
Parents should be encouraged to ask questions and take notes. A major focus of the training 
sessions is the supervision and feedback the parents receive. 

 Process 

 The basic CPRT group consists of six to eight parents in a small-group format. Parents attend 
10 training sessions that last 90 to 120 minutes in length. A brief summary of the content 
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and focus for each CPRT group session is provided in what follows as an overview of the 
CPRT model. 

 Session 1 

 As with all fi rst sessions in group, the fi rst session in CPRT is focused on orienting the group 
members and creating the beginnings of a therapeutic environment. Group members can 
connect by sharing about their family, parenting style and concerns, and a little about the 
child of focus. 

 The leader introduces and processes the objectives of CPRT as well as an overview of the 
home play sessions. The new skill of refl ective responding is introduced, demonstrated, and 
followed up by role-playing and feedback. 

 Session 2 

 Parents are introduced to the basic principles, guidelines, and goals for the weekly play ses-
sions with their child of focus. A videotape is generally shown of the therapist conducting 
play therapy (it is advisable to show a tape of yourself, not another therapist), and role-playing 
of skills with facilitator and feedback occurs. Parents are given a list of toys to use for the 
special playtimes. The therapist demonstrates each toy and discusses the purpose for inclu-
sion. The toy kit is essentially similar to the toy list in the section on play therapy in this text. 
Homework is assigned, which includes putting together a toy kit and selecting a place and 
time for the weekly play sessions. 

 Session 3 

 The primary focus of this session is to prepare parents for their fi rst play session. Homework 
is reviewed (parents report on toys and session location selected). Another videotape of the 
therapist conducting a play therapy session is shown, or a live demonstration is given and parents 
role-play the skills. Parents are encouraged to adhere to the following rules during the playtimes: 

 Don’t 

 1. Don’t criticize any behavior. 
 2. Don’t praise the child. 
 3. Don’t ask leading questions. 
 4. Don’t allow interruptions of the session. 
 5. Don’t offer information or teach. 
 6. Don’t preach. 
 7. Don’t initiate new activities.   (These fi rst seven are taken from Guerney, 1972.) 
 8. Don’t be passive or quiet. 

 Do 

 1. Do set the stage. 
 2. Do let the child lead. 
 3. Do track behavior. 
 4. Do refl ect the child’s feelings. 
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 5. Do set limits. 
 6. Do salute the child’s power and effort. 
 7. Do join in the play as a follower. 
 8. Do be verbally active. 

 The therapist provides parents with a play session procedures checklist to help them prepare 
for their sessions. Homework is to complete the fi rst play session at home during this week 
and one or two parents are selected to video-record their play sessions to bring for focused 
supervision during the next group. 

 Session 4 

 Parents give reports of the fi rst play session with supervision and feedback from the 
therapist. The focus is on the parents’ feelings about the experience paired with feedback 
on how to hone the skills. Reviewing sessions helps the group with the curative factors 
of universality (we’re in this together), instillation of hope (we can do this!) and vicarious 
learning (learn from strengths of others in the group). The facilitator uses the sessions to 
reinforce child-centered play therapy skills and to encourage the members to continue to use 
and refi ne the skills. The new skill of therapeutic limit setting is introduced, demonstrated, 
and role-played by parents. Two parents are scheduled to bring video-recorded play sessions 
for the next training session. 

 Session 5 

 Following approximately the same format, the parents report on their play sessions with 
supervision from the leader and feedback from the group. Training and role-playing con-
tinue. The parents will begin to generalize their experiences and skills outside of the play-
time. Limit setting is discussed in more detail, and encouragement and support continue. 

 Sessions 6–9 

 Session 6 through 9 are used by having each parent briefl y discuss their home sessions followed 
by review and feedback on the one or two parents assigned to show their video-recorded 
play sessions. The objective is for each parent to have two opportunities to show their video-
recorded play sessions and receive focused supervision and feedback over the course of the 
group. In addition to the session feedback, one new parenting topic is introduced each week 
to broaden the total repertoire: 

  Session 6:  Choice giving; 
  Session 7:  Self-esteem building responses; 
  Session 8:  Encouragement versus praise; 
  Session 9:  Skill generalization outside the playroom. 

 Session 10 

 Termination involves processing, evaluating and closing the group experience. The leader 
shares notes from the fi rst session of the parents’ description of their child to reference the 
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change that has occurred. Parents are encouraged to continue home play sessions and asked 
to make a commitment to continue the play sessions for a specifi c time frame. A follow-up 
group session is scheduled approximately 4 to 6 weeks following the fi nal training session. 
Parents or children requiring additional intervention are scheduled for further assistance. 

 Follow-Up Training Sessions 

 Parents briefl y share their experiences in their play sessions since the last training session, 
focusing on changes they have observed in themselves and in their children. The therapist 
utilizes this time to briefl y review the basic child-centered play therapy principles and skills. 
The primary aim of the follow-up session is to encourage and support parents’ growth and 
to generalize play session skills to parenting challenges and behavior problems outside of the 
play sessions. Parents are asked to provide examples of times they have used their new skills 
successfully. If the group communicates interest, another follow-up training session may be 
scheduled and held in 2 to 3 months. 

 Research and Empirical Support for CPRT 

 CPRT has been shown to be effective as an intervention for children with a variety of 
behavioral, emotional, and learning challenges, including children with conduct or behav-
ior problems (Johnson-Clark, 1996); economically disadvantaged preschool children with 
behavior problems (Morrison & Bratton, 2010); children experiencing adjustment diffi cul-
ties (McGuire, 2001; Ray, 2003); children with spectrum pervasive developmental disorders 
(Beckloff, 1998); and children with learning diffi culties (Kale & Landreth, 1999). CPRT has 
also been found to improve parental acceptance and empathy and decrease parenting stress 
(Bratton & Landreth, 2006; Ray, 2003). In addition to its effectiveness for a variety of child 
and parenting concerns, the effectiveness of CPRT has also been examined with a variety 
of diverse parent populations. Researchers have demonstrated the effi cacy of CPRT with 
adoptive parents (Holt, 2011); Latino parents (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010; Villarreal, 2008); 
low-income African American parents (Sheely-Moore & Bratton, 2010); Chinese parents 
(Chau & Landreth, 1997; Yuen et al., 2002); Korean parents (Jang, 2000; Lee & Landreth, 
2003); Native American parents (Glover & Landreth, 2000); Israeli parents (Kidron & Lan-
dreth, 2010); German mothers (Grskovic & Goetze, 2008); incarcerated mothers (Harris & 
Landreth, 1997), incarcerated fathers (Landreth & Lobaugh, 1998); and nonoffending parents 
of children who have been sexually abused (Costas & Landreth, 1999). 
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 13 

 GROUP COUNSELING WITH ADOLESCENTS 

 Adolescence is generally regarded as a period of great change. For many adolescents, this stage 
of development is characterized by confl ict, questioning of values, a bewildering array of 
choices, confusing physiological changes, and an overwhelming need for approval by peers. 
Added to these stressors is an increased pressure to be responsible for one’s own actions. 
During this stage of development, many adolescents feel they are alone in their mire of self-
doubt. They seek approval from others, especially peers, and at the same time struggle with 
the issues of independence–dependence in relationships involving signifi cant others. For most 
adolescents, this is a time of enormous peer pressure. Values and traditions are questioned in 
light of peer-group reaction and standards. The need for peer approval and acceptance may 
often be stronger than their own issues of self-respect. Adolescents often look to their peer 
group for self-identity. Therefore, this is an opportune time to utilize group counseling to 
deal with feelings of isolation and the overwhelming number of choices facing adolescents. 

 As Aronson and Scheidlinger (1996, p. 76) stated, “Adolescence and the concept of group 
life are inextricably woven together. A typical high school comprises a number of defi ned 
groups, each bound by its own structure.” Because the everyday life of adolescents includes 
groups, group counseling often can provide a comfortable place to explore change. In addi-
tion to the commonsense fi t, research also supports the use of group for a wide range of 
adolescent issues (Malott et al., 2010; Sanci, 2011; Schectman & Mor, 2011). 

 GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 When working with adolescents in group, the following should help you set up a physical 
environment conducive to processing. 

 Comfortable Setting 

 As with any group, the environment needs to be conducive to learning and sharing. Pick a 
space that is large enough to arrange the seats in circle format, allowing for enough room 
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between seats not to feel cramped. Focusing the group seems to be more of an issue with 
adolescents than with adults, so minimize the number of distractions in the room. For exam-
ple, while a window might be aesthetically pleasing, the squirrel in the tree might create 
competition for the attention of the group. It is also important to keep the room consistent. 
In a school setting, it might be necessary to move rooms from group to group, but try not to 
do this. Each time you move the group, you will sense the group “starting over” as they get 
used to the surroundings. Consistency adds to the atmosphere of safety, which will produce 
greater group cohesion and focus. 

 Group Size and Duration 

 Groups with adolescents tend to work best with membership around 5 to 10 members. The 
smaller group format allows for a feeling of intimacy and will differentiate the group from 
a class. The life of the group will largely depend on the type of group as well as the setting. 
If you are doing groups in a school, your group will probably need to fi t within the school 
semester structure, with time considered for exams and holidays. In general, adolescent ses-
sions will last between an hour and 90 minutes. Anything less than an hour makes it very 
diffi cult to process at a deep level. It will take the group about 10 minutes to get settled and 
focused, another 10 minutes to get ready to leave (the group members will sense it’s almost 
time to leave and start getting distracted), so that leaves 40 minutes to work in an hour-long 
group. 

 Group Goals 

 Because adolescents have such a strong need for peer identifi cation and approval, group 
counseling is especially appropriate because it provides a supportive atmosphere in which 
they feel safe enough to risk sharing their concerns. Through the interaction process in the 
group, they discover that other adolescents have similar problems and that they are not alone. 
Within the group counseling structure, many adolescents experience for the fi rst time that 
they can give as well as receive help. To receive help from another person or a group is a posi-
tive experience, but indeed a much more powerful experience is for adolescents to discover 
they can be helpful to another person. Out of such experiences comes a respect for self as 
adolescents experience a sense of usefulness and an acceptance of themselves as contributing 
persons in the lives of other members. Adolescents also learn that they are unique and special 
and that they are genuinely accepted by a group of peers whom they have come to admire 
and respect. These therapeutic factors contribute to the development of a cohesive, growth-
promotion group. Adolescents’ perceptions of the therapeutic factors in group counseling 
provide helpful insight into the importance of such a group experience. The factors selected 
by adolescents as most helpful, according to Corder et al. (1981, p. 348), are as follows: 

 • “Learning to express my feelings.” 
 • “Learning that I must take ultimate responsibility for the way I live my life.” 
 • “Other members honestly telling me what they think of me.” 
 • “Being in the group was in a sense like being in a big family, only this time a more 

accepting and understanding family.” 
 • “Belonging to a group of people who understand and accept me.” 
 • “The group giving me an opportunity to learn to approach others.” 
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 • “Seeing I was just as well off as others.” 
 • “Helping others and being important in their lives.” 

 Intervention Strategies 

 Topics addressed in adolescent groups should be directly related to changes occurring in their 
lives. Common topics or themes that arise in adolescent counseling groups are alcohol and 
drug abuse, relationships with parents, confl icts at school, making one’s own decisions, feeling 
rejected and unloved, learning to express feelings appropriately, and intimate relationships 
and sexuality. 

 Some structuring of sessions will help group members to feel more secure and thus 
more willing to risk sharing in keeping with the direction provided by the structure. 
Apparent disinterest by some adolescents in the group may mask their fear of being 
unable to express appropriately and comfortably their feelings and needs. Role-playing, 
one of the most easily utilized intervention strategies, is especially effective with ado-
lescents because they are allowed to be someone else and thus are not as likely to be 
self-conscious. 

 Role-playing can be a means of gaining practical experience in expression of feelings. This 
informal here-and-now reality dramatization allows adolescents an opportunity to take on 
various roles and, in the process, to develop insight into how another person thinks, feels, and 
experiences. It is a learning-through-experiencing activity and thus can have a signifi cant 
impact on experience-prone teenagers. Role-playing also affords teenagers the opportunity 
to practice human relations skills and is highly recommended for practicing communication 
with parents, teachers, peers, and employers. Role-playing fosters creative problem solving, 
helps members express themselves more spontaneously, improves communication, increases 
involvement in the group interaction, increases feelings of empathy for others, and facilitates 
the development of new insights into self. 

 Other techniques or intervention strategies that have been found to be helpful in working 
with adolescents include teaching adolescents how to give positive feedback, assertiveness 
training, decision-making training, and socialization skill-building exercises. 

 RESISTANCE 

 Adolescents usually come into counseling as involuntary clients, that is, at the behest of teach-
ers, parents, or even the court system. As an involuntary client, the adolescent will initially 
view the group as a consequence and the leader as a surrogate for the person who sent them 
to group. Obviously, this is not the most comfortable place to begin a therapeutic alliance, but 
as it is a reality, the group leader should be prepared to work through these issues. Following 
are a few tips for moving your adolescent group member from an involuntary to a voluntary 
client. 

 Make Use of Your Prescreening Interview 

 As mentioned in  Chapter 7 , pre-group interviews are vital for the success of any group but 
are especially important with adolescents. The individual time allows for the counselor to 
begin building rapport with the client, provides an orientation to the group process, and 
screens out people not suitable for the group. As a part of the rapport building, group leaders 
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are encouraged to expect resistance and work through it by helping the client fi nd their own 
reason for being in the group. The following excerpt shows one way of doing this: 

  CLIENT : Well, I’m just here because my mom is making me come. She’s pissed because she 
thinks I don’t respect her. It’s so stupid. 

  COUNSELOR : So, you think she wants you to come to group and learn some respect. 
  CLIENT : [ Laughs. ] Yeah, I guess so, but I don’t think I have anything to learn. Maybe she 

should come to the group and learn something. 
  COUNSELOR : Well, groups can be helpful for all types of people. If you don’t think you need 

to learn respect, what could you get out of the group? 
  CLIENT : I have no idea. 
  COUNSELOR : I can tell you are having a hard time fi guring out how this group will be useful 

to you. I guess what I’m trying to say is that group isn’t about what your mom wants to 
change about you, it’s about what you want to change. 

  CLIENT : What if I don’t want to change anything? 
  COUNSELOR : Then I suppose you won’t be a good fi t for the group. I really don’t want people 

who think they are perfect in the group [ smiles ]. 
  CLIENT : [ Laughs. ] I didn’t say I was perfect. 
  COUNSELOR : I know. What I meant is that to get into the group, you need to fi nd a reason 

to be in there. It may be diffi cult. You may not even want to admit there is something 
because then your mom might say, “I told you so!” but it’s still important to fi nd some-
thing. You know, one thing you already mentioned is that you and your mom argue a 
lot. You might want to change the dynamics of that relationship. You know, look at your 
part. 

  CLIENT : So it would be easier on her? 
  COUNSELOR : No, it would be easier on you . . . and her probably, if it improves the overall 

relationship. The focus would be on how you interact in the relationship and then on 
what you could change about that. 

  CLIENT : And I get to pick? 
  COUNSELOR : Sure. The group will help you explore, and you’ll fi nd things of interest along 

the way. You will also hear about other people’s lives and how they struggle and succeed 
in relationships with parents, friends, teachers, etc. You’ll fi nd some interesting things in 
their stories too. 

  CLIENT : Hmm . . . I’ll give it a shot. 
  COUNSELOR : Great. If it’s not working, be sure to let me know, and we’ll talk. 

 When Exploring Issues, Don’t Try to Be Cool, and Go Slow! 

 When supervising beginning group leaders or consulting with seasoned professionals on 
working with adolescents in group, two main issues arise that complicate dealing with resis-
tance. First is when the group leader tries to be “cool.” This usually occurs because the 
group leader is attempting to get the adolescent members to see him or her as different from 
the other adults they experience. As a result, the leader tries to demonstrate allegiance and 
similarity by adopting the mannerisms, likes, or language of the teens. This does not work for 
several reasons. Mainly, the adolescents will see right through the attempt because the leader 
is  not  an adolescent. The group will see you as a fraud or as someone who is trying to trick 
them. It is helpful to remember that you are trying to be different from other adults in the 
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way you  treat and interact  with the members. This has nothing to do with talking like them or 
liking the things they like. As Eaves and Sheperis (2011, p. 267) noted, “Adolescents respond 
best to leaders who are caring, enthusiastic, open and direct . . . congruent and genuine.” Face 
it, you will not be cool. The good news is that being cool is not what will produce change 
in the group. 

 The second issue that complicates resistance is moving too fast. This occurs when the 
group leader experiences silence or short answers, believes the group is just too uncomfort-
able with the issue, and so moves on to the next topic. If the leader moves fast enough, the 
group will blow through everything in 15 minutes. Group leaders must understand that all 
groups start off anxious, and adolescent groups are no different. Give them time to explore, 
and don’t move off a topic area until you feel the group has a very deep understanding of the 
perspectives of each group member. Speed up and the group will norm around superfi cial 
discussion. Take your time and the group will gradually learn how to process at a deep level. 

 Activities Are Great, but Trust the Processing Too 

 It is well documented that adolescents respond well to activities within group settings (Ashby 
et al., 2008; Attaway, 2010; Belmont, 2016; Lowenstein, 2010). However, activities should be 
chosen carefully with an eye on process and goal impact. With an overreliance on activities, 
group leaders may believe that the activity is a panacea for resistance concerns while fi nding 
that the resistance returns as soon as the activity is over. Ideally, group leaders will use the 
activity as a method for connecting and exploring in a way that is appealing to the group 
members. As the activity unfolds, competent group leaders will make sure there is plenty 
of time to process the exercise, which will get the group used to doing something with the 
connection that was facilitated by the activity. Keep in mind: the activity is not the goal. The 
activity is a tool to get the group to a deeper level. 

 PSYCHOEDUCATIONAL GROUPS AND ADOLESCENTS 

 Topic- or theme-oriented groups fi t naturally into the developmental concerns of adolescents 
and have been shown to be quite effective with those adolescents typically labeled diffi cult or 
hard to reach. These are the adolescents who do not feel they fi t in and thus do not identify 
with or feel they are a part of the school setting. They lack motivation in the direction desired 
by most adults in schools but nevertheless are motivated in the direction of what seems to 
them to be important in their lives. We believe all adolescents are motivated.  The counselor’s 
task, therefore, becomes one of developing the kind of setting and atmosphere that builds upon this 
motivation rather than trying to develop motivation.  Peer identifi cation among “hard-to-reach” 
adolescents is one of the most powerful sources of motivation they experience and can be 
utilized in the group counseling setting to help such adolescents to examine and change their 
attitudes, goals, and self-defeating behaviors. Beginning group counselors are often amazed 
at the constructive suggestions and creative problem-solving ideas generated by adolescents 
who have been labeled problem students by other adults. This inherent group move or push 
toward positive, constructive behavior has been noted in a wide variety of special high-risk 
groups focusing on topics such as school truancy, classroom-management problems, repeated 
discipline violations, drug abuse, and runaways. In a caring, supportive environment such as 
that which develops in a counseling group, adolescents can move toward accepting greater 
self-responsibility and in turn encourage other members to do the same. 
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 Example of a Psychoeducational Group 

 One of the most exciting topic- or theme-oriented groups I (KAF) experienced was struc-
tured around adolescent male aggression that was occurring in one sixth-grade class. The 
project is described here as an example of how such groups can be organized. More detail of 
this group can be found in Fall and McMahon (2002). 

 Identifi ed Group 

 Sixth-grade males struggling with aggression issues. 

 Rationale 

 Adolescent males face a wide range of social and psychological pressures, and, unfortunately, 
many do not take advantage of the counseling resources available in the school or com-
munity. The intersection between normal life stressors and a societal norm that forms an 
obstacle to boys discussing their problems creates a pressure-cooker effect on many boys. For 
some, the internal pressure is relieved through acts of aggression toward others. Garbarino 
(1999) concluded that accumulated risk factors combine to create a very real and frightening 
foundation for adolescent male violence and suicide. In light of these growing problems, 
ways to address these issues are desperately needed. 

 Group Membership 

 The group was a 12-session group and met for an hour once a week during school hours. 
The facilitators experimented with several times over the course of 2 years with different 
groups. The fi rst hour of the day (homeroom time) or lunch periods seemed to work best. 

 The largest challenge was balancing the intense nature of the group and creating an 
attraction to the group itself. The facilitators wanted to get the members who needed 
the group most into the group but did not want to make the group a punishment. To 
meet these goals, the leaders advertised the group through a one-page information and 
consent form. Boys who were referred by teachers were contacted on an individual basis 
and encouraged to participate. In each manifestation of group, the facilitators aimed for a 
heterogeneous group with regard to personality and current aggression level. The rationale 
was that boys who were struggling behaviorally and emotionally could learn from those 
who were not and vice versa. 

 Written consent was obtained from parents for permission to participate in the group. 
Each member also fi lled out a questionnaire that asked for responses to “What would you 
contribute to the group?” and “What do you envision group being like?” These questions 
were designed to give the members a sense that they had some responsibility in the group 
and were used in the screening process. 

 Topics for Discussion 

 The topics of this group were drawn from the literature on the issues related to adolescent 
male stress. The rationale was that aggression was just one way to deal with universal con-
cerns. By dealing with the universal issues, all members in the group could be helped. The 
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group was divided into four stages, with each stage consisting of approximately three group 
sessions: 

 1. introduction and identity (orientation, who am I, and how others see me); 
 2. examining parental relationships; 
 3. skill building (accountability, trust, emotions, and communication); and 
 4. skill generalization/closure. 

 Although each stage had its own unique goals, the stages were sequenced so that the skills 
built as the group progressed. 

 Structure of Sessions 

 Each session began with a discussion of the homework and any questions that arose from the 
work outside of group. The homework discussion provided the segue into the day’s topic, which 
was introduced through information presented by the leader, followed by group processing of 
the topic. Leaders facilitated personal application of the given topic through the group members 
sharing personal examples and experiencing the topic in the group (e.g., how trust develops in 
our group). Deeper aspects of the topic were explored through participation in an experiential 
activity, followed by processing and the introduction of the following week’s homework. 

 Fall and McMahon (2002) emphasized that although the group had a structure designed 
to keep it on task, it was also important to keep the group fl exible enough to honor the needs 
of the group on any given day. Flexibility helped build trust between members and leaders, 
and group leaders could use spontaneous issues that were presented by group members and 
respectfully process and tie them into past, present, and future topics of the group. 

 COUNSELING GROUPS WITH ADOLESCENTS 

 Although most adolescent groups are psychoeducational in format, it is possible to con-
duct successful counseling groups for teens. Counseling groups focus on the interpersonal 
relationships formed as the group progresses and are less structured than psychoeducational 
groups. This requires that the group leader trust not only the group process but also the 
adolescents’ ability to talk and process without the safety of activities or other learning aids. 
As with all counseling groups, the group leader will need to listen to the superfi cial connec-
tion of the group members and try to discern themes that will connect the members. The 
following is a “cheat sheet” list of common themes that appear in adolescent groups: 

 Trust 

 Trust is a universal theme that impacts all people. In the world of the adolescent, trust issues 
create anxiety in friendships and intimate relationships and with authority fi gures such as 
parents and teachers. Trust will also be a central issue of any group, so it is a natural connect-
ing theme. Consider the following interchange: 

  ERIC : I guess I am losing the connection I used to have with my parents. I just have a hard 
time believing anything they say. 

  LEADER :   It sounds like you are struggling with trusting them. I wonder if anyone else can 
relate to what Eric is saying about trust? 
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  LINDSEY : Oh yeah! I mean, I don’t trust anybody. It’s just not worth it. 
  LEADER :   Tell us more about “it’s not worth it.” What does trusting cost you? 
  LINDSEY : Everything! You trust and you get hurt. I have been in counseling forever. My last 

counselor, I saw for, like, two years, and then one day he was gone. No good-bye, just 
moved or something. 

  LEADER :   So, someone that you thought was there for you just left you. That must have been 
confusing and painful. 

  LINDSEY : Yeah, but whatever. I don’t really care. 
  LEADER :   I think you do care, and it makes sense why you would. I am guessing you are won-

dering about this experience and whether or not you want to risk caring in this group. 
  LINDSEY : [ crying ] I am trying, but it’s scary and weird. 
  BOBBY : Yeah, it is scary. I am trying to fi gure out the same thing, but it seems we are all doing 

the same thing . . . trying to work it out, while being scared and careful. 

 Independence versus Dependence 

 For most adolescents, life feels like existing with one foot in adulthood and the other foot in 
childhood. This tug of war is exacerbated by other relationships (parents, etc.) that pull and 
push the adolescent to one side or the other. The key with this theme is to get the adolescent to 
understand how the relationships are impacting them and their current goals. For example, it is 
common to fi nd that several group members are behaving in ways to counterbalance an external 
demand but fi nd themselves in a place of discomfort. For example, consider the story of Gary: 

  GARY : There are things that I can do and my parents just don’t think I can do them. It’s 
like they want me to be eight again, so they treat me like a little kid. That pisses me off 
so much! I just want to prove to them that I can do it, but I struggle sometimes. The 
weird thing is that I can’t ask for help. I’m afraid if I do, my mom will think I can’t do 
anything and she’ll be all over me. So, I just suffer alone. I will ask my friends for help, 
but sorry, y’all don’t know any more than I do sometimes. So, I’m just stuck. Then I 
fail, or don’t do as good as I could have and my parents are all over me anyway! It’s like 
I can’t win! 

 Identity Issues 

 Adolescence is a time when one’s identity is coalescing but is also impacted by a wide range 
of external infl uences. The teen’s need to belong and connect creates a confl ict between the 
desire to be accepted and the want to be oneself, especially when being oneself leads to social 
rejection. When a person feels they cannot be accepted by others by being oneself, many 
negative outcomes can result. This inter- and intrapersonal theme will often occur in the 
group as the group members confront the task of acceptance versus rejection very early in 
the group process. The following case dialogue illustrates some aspects of this theme. 

  LISA : I feel like sometimes I have to play dumb in order for certain guys to like me. 
 MARY: Well, maybe those guys aren’t worth liking! [ Laughs .] 
  LEADER :   Perhaps, but I wonder what that’s like . . . wanting to connect with someone, but 

feeling like you have to be something you are not? 
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  SIDNEY : I think we all do that some of the time. To fi t in, so you won’t get made fun of. 
  BLAKE : Yeah, I sometimes wonder if some of my friends would like me if they knew the real 

me. 
  LEADER :   Well, that’s a great question. I guess part of it has to do with how much we risk to 

show people the real us. Do we really give them a chance? 
  MARY : Well, it can be dangerous to show too much. I think it just takes time. 
  LEADER :   How is that happening right now? Look around the room and ask yourself, “Do 

these people really know the real me?” What are you doing in group to take that risk to 
let people know the real you? 

 SUMMARY 

 Because of the developmental issue of peer pressure, perhaps no other age group needs 
group counseling more than adolescents. Socialization issues and self-awareness are key 
areas of focus and exploration by adolescents and, unlike children’s groups, are dealt with 
primarily through verbal interaction. Insight and self-discovery are exciting adventures for 
adolescents, especially those adolescents who have poor self-concepts, unsatisfying social 
relationships, and poor impulse control. The group affords an excellent opportunity for 
adolescents to learn appropriate ways to express feelings, to accept responsibility for self, 
to discover they are not alone, to experience acceptance, and to discover they can give as 
well as receive help. 

 For many adolescents, this is a time of isolation and introversion and a struggle for inde-
pendence and a need for dependence. How confusing! There are pressures to conform on the 
one hand and admonishments on the other to be different, and accompanying this bewilder-
ing confusion is an overpowering need for approval. The setting is ripe for stress, and the 
inner process of struggle often bubbles over or just simply explodes. Counselors must be 
sensitive to this process and should be actively involved in providing group counseling expe-
riences for adolescents that will match the inner dynamics of their struggles with an equally 
dynamic process of therapeutic interaction. 
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 A P P E N D I X  A 

 ASGW BEST PRACTICE GUIDELINES 1  

 The Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW) is a division of the American Coun-
seling Association whose members are interested in and specialize in group work. Group 
workers are defi ned as mental health professionals who use a group modality as an interven-
tion when working with diverse populations. We value the creation of community while 
recognizing diverse perspectives; service to our members, clients, and the profession; and 
value leadership as a process to facilitate the growth and development of individuals and 
groups within their social and cultural contexts. 

 PREAMBLE 

 The Association for Specialists in Group Work recognizes the commitment of its members to 
the Code of Ethics (as revised in 2005) of its parent organization, the American Counseling 
Association, and nothing in this document shall be construed to supplant that code. 

 These Best Practice Guidelines are intended to clarify the application of the ACA Code 
of Ethics to the fi eld of group work by defi ning Group Approved by the ASGW Executive 
Board, March 29, 1998. Prepared by: Lynn Rapin and Linda Keel; ASGW Ethics Commit-
tee Co-Chairs. Revised by: R. Valorie Thomas and Debra A. Pender; ASGW Ethics Com-
mittee Co-Chairs. Revisions Approved by the ASGW Executive Board, March 23, 2007. 

 Workers’ responsibility and scope of practice involving those activities, strategies and inter-
ventions that are consistent and current with effective and appropriate professional ethical 
and community standards. ASGW views ethical process as being integral to group work 
and views Group Workers as ethical agents. Group Workers, by their very nature in being 
responsible and responsive to their group members, necessarily embrace a certain potential 
for ethical vulnerability. 

 It is incumbent upon Group Workers to give considerable attention to the intent and 
context of their actions because the attempts of Group Workers to infl uence human behavior 
through group work always have ethical implications. These Best Practice Guidelines address 
Group Workers’ responsibilities in planning, performing and processing groups. 
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 SECTION A: BEST PRACTICE IN PLANNING 

  A.1 Professional Context and Regulatory Requirements  

 Group Workers actively know, understand and apply the ACA Code of Ethics (2005), the 
ASGW Professional Standards for the Training of Group Workers, these ASGW Best Prac-
tice Guidelines, the ASGW diversity competencies, and the AMCD Multicultural Counsel-
ing Competencies and Standards, relevant state laws, accreditation requirements, relevant 
National Board for Certifi ed Counselors Codes and Standards, their organization’s standards, 
and insurance requirements impacting the practice of group work. 

  A.2 Scope of Practice and Conceptual Framework  

 Group Workers defi ne the scope of practice related to the core and specialization competen-
cies defi ned in the ASGW Training Standards. Group Workers are aware of personal strengths 
and weaknesses in leading groups. Group Workers develop and are able to articulate a general 
conceptual framework to guide practice and a rationale for use of techniques that are to be 
used. Group Workers limit their practice to those areas for which they meet the training 
criteria established by the ASGW Training Standards. 

  A.3 Assessment  

 a. Assessment of self. Group Workers actively assess their knowledge and skills related to 
the specifi c group(s) offered. Group Workers assess their values, beliefs and theoretical 
orientation and how these impact upon the group, particularly when working with a 
diverse and multicultural population. 

 b. Ecological assessment. Group Workers assess community needs, agency or organization 
resources, sponsoring organization mission, staff competency, attitudes regarding group 
work, professional training levels of potential group leaders regarding group work; cli-
ent attitudes regarding group work, and multicultural and diversity considerations. 

 Group Workers use this information as the basis for making decisions related to their group 
practice, or to the implementation of groups for which they have supervisory, evaluation, or 
oversight responsibilities. 

  A.4 Program Development and Evaluation  

 a. Group Workers identify the type(s) of group(s) to be offered and how they relate to 
community needs. 

 b. Group Workers concisely state in writing the purpose and goals of the group. Group 
Workers also identify the role of the group members in infl uencing or determining the 
group goals. 

 c. Group Workers set fees consistent with the organization’s fee schedule, taking into con-
sideration the fi nancial status and locality of prospective group members. 

 d. Group Workers choose techniques and a leadership style appropriate to the type(s) of 
group(s) being offered. 
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 e. Group Workers have an evaluation plan consistent with regulatory, organization, and 
insurance requirements, where appropriate. 

 f. Group Workers take into consideration current professional guidelines when using 
technology, including but not limited to Internet communication. 

  A.5 Resources  

 Group Workers coordinate resources related to the kind of group(s) and group activities 
to be provided, such as: adequate funding; the appropriateness and availability of a trained 
co-leader; space and privacy requirements for the type(s) of group(s) being offered; mar-
keting and recruiting; and appropriate collaboration with other community agencies and 
organizations. 

  A.6 Professional Disclosure Statement  

 Group Workers maintain awareness and sensitivity regarding cultural meaning of confi denti-
ality and privacy. Group Workers respect differing views towards disclosure of information. 
They have a professional disclosure statement which includes information on confi denti-
ality and exceptions to confi dentiality, theoretical orientation, information on the nature, 
purpose(s) and goals of the group, the group services that can be provided, the role and 
responsibility of group members and leaders, Group Worker’s qualifi cations to conduct the 
specifi c group(s), specifi c licenses, certifi cations and professional affi liations, and address of 
licensing/credentialing body. 

  A.7 Group and Member Preparation  

 a. Group Workers screen prospective group members if appropriate to the type of group 
being offered. When selection of group members is appropriate, Group Workers iden-
tify group members whose needs and goals are compatible with the goals of the group. 

 b. Group Workers facilitate informed consent. They communicate information in ways 
that are both developmentally and culturally appropriate. Group Workers provide in 
oral and written form to prospective members (when appropriate to group type): the 
professional disclosure statement; group purpose and goals; group participation expec-
tations including voluntary and involuntary membership; role expectations of members 
and leader(s); policies related to entering and exiting the group; policies governing 
substance use; policies and procedures governing mandated groups (where relevant); 
documentation requirements; disclosure of information to others; implications of out-
of-group contact or involvement among members; procedures for consultation between 
group leader(s) and group member(s); fees and time parameters; and potential impacts 
of group participation. 

 c. Group Workers obtain the appropriate consent/assent forms for work with minors and 
other dependent group members. 

 d. Group Workers defi ne confi dentiality and its limits (for example, legal and ethical 
exceptions and expectations; waivers implicit with treatment plans, documentation and 
insurance usage). Group Workers have the responsibility to inform all group partici-
pants of the need for confi dentiality, potential consequences of breaching confi dentiality 
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and that legal privilege does not apply to group discussions (unless provided by state 
statute). 

  A.8 Professional Development  

 Group Workers recognize that professional growth is a continuous, ongoing, developmental 
process throughout their career. 

 a. Group Workers remain current and increase knowledge and skill competencies through 
activities such as continuing education, professional supervision, and participation in 
personal and professional development activities. 

 b. Group Workers seek consultation and/or supervision regarding ethical concerns that 
interfere with effective functioning as a group leader. 

  Supervisors have the responsibility to keep abreast of consultation, group theory, pro-
cess, and adhere to related ethical guidelines. 

 c. Group Workers seek appropriate professional assistance for their own personal problems 
or confl icts that are likely to impair their professional judgment or work performance. 

 d. Group Workers seek consultation and supervision to ensure appropriate practice when-
ever working with a group for which all knowledge and skill competencies have not 
been achieved. 

 e. Group Workers keep abreast of group research and development. 

  A.9 Trends and Technological Changes  

 Group Workers are aware of and responsive to technological changes as they affect society, 
and the profession. These include but are not limited to changes in mental health delivery 
systems; legislative and insurance industry reforms; shifting population demographics and 
client needs; and technological advances in Internet and other communication devices and 
delivery systems. Group Workers adhere to ethical guidelines related to the use of developing 
technologies. 

 SECTION B: BEST PRACTICE IN PERFORMING 

  B.1 Self Knowledge  

 Group Workers are aware of and monitor their strengths and weaknesses and the effects these 
have on group members. They explore their own cultural identities and how these affect 
their values and beliefs about group work. 

  B.2 Group Competencies  

 Group Workers have a basic knowledge of groups and the principles of group dynamics, and 
are able to perform the core group competencies, as described in the ASGW Professional 
Standards for the Training of Group Workers (ASGW, 2000). They gain knowledge, personal 
awareness, sensitivity, and skills pertinent to working with a diverse client population. Addi-
tionally, Group Workers have adequate understanding and skill in any group specialty area 
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chosen for practice (psychotherapy, counseling, task, psychoeducation, as described in the 
ASGW Training Standards). 

  B.3 Group Plan Adaptation  

 a. Group Workers apply and modify knowledge, skills and techniques appropriate to 
group type and stage, and to the unique needs of various cultural and ethnic groups. 

 b. Group Workers monitor the group’s progress toward the group goals and plan. 
 c. Group Workers clearly defi ne and maintain ethical, professional, and social relationship 

boundaries with group members as appropriate to their role in the organization and the 
type of group being offered. 

  B.4 Therapeutic Conditions and Dynamics  

 Group Workers understand and are able to implement appropriate models of group develop-
ment, process observation and therapeutic conditions. Group Workers manage the fl ow of 
communication, addressing safety and pacing of disclosures to protect group members from 
physical, emotional, or psychological trauma. 

  B.5 Meaning  

 Group Workers assist members in generating meaning from the group experience. 

  B.6 Collaboration  

 Group Workers assist members in developing individual goals and respect group members as 
co-equal partners in the group experience. 

  B.7 Evaluation  

 Group Workers include evaluation (both formal and informal) between sessions and at the 
conclusion of the group. 

  B.8 Diversity  

 Group Workers practice with broad sensitivity to client differences including but not limited 
to ethnic, gender, religious, sexual, psychological maturity, economic class, family history, 
physical characteristics or limitations, and geographic location. Group Workers continuously 
seek information regarding the cultural issues of the diverse population with whom they are 
working both by interaction with participants and from using outside resources. 

  B.9 Ethical Surveillance  

 Group Workers employ an appropriate ethical decision making model in responding to ethi-
cal challenges and issues and in determining courses of action and behavior for self and group 
members. In addition, Group Workers employ applicable standards as promulgated by ACA, 
ASGW, or other appropriate professional organizations. 
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 SECTION C: BEST PRACTICE IN GROUP PROCESSING 

  C.1 Processing Schedule  

 Group Workers process the workings of the group with themselves, group members, supervi-
sors or other colleagues, as appropriate. This may include assessing progress on group and 
member goals, leader behaviors and techniques, group dynamics and interventions; develop-
ing understanding and acceptance of meaning. Processing may occur both within sessions 
and before and after each session, at time of termination, and later follow up, as appropriate. 

  C.2 Refl ective Practice  

 Group Workers attend to opportunities to synthesize theory and practice and to incorporate 
learning outcomes into ongoing groups. Group Workers attend to session dynamics of mem-
bers and their interactions and also attend to the relationship between session dynamics and 
leader values, cognition and affect. 

  C.3 Evaluation and Follow-Up  

 a. Group Workers evaluate process and outcomes. Results are used for ongoing program 
planning, improvement and revisions of current group and/or to contribute to profes-
sional research literature. Group Workers follow all applicable policies and standards in 
using group material for research and reports. 

 b. Group Workers conduct follow-up contact with group members, as appropriate, to 
assess outcomes or when requested by a group member(s). 

  C.4 Consultation and Training With Other Organizations  

 Group Workers provide consultation and training to organizations in and out of their setting, 
when appropriate. Group Workers seek out consultation as needed with competent profes-
sional persons knowledgeable about group work. 

 NOTE 

  1. Reprinted with permission from ASGW. 
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 PREAMBLE 

 For nearly two decades, the Association for Specialists in Group Work (herein referred to 
as ASGW or as the Association) has promulgated professional standards for the training of 
group workers. In the early 1980s, the Association published the ASGW Training Standards 
for Group Counselors (1983) which established nine knowledge competencies, seventeen 
skill competencies, and clock-hour baselines for various aspects of supervised clinical experi-
ence in group counseling. The focus on group counseling embodied in these standards 
mirrored the general conception of the time that whatever counselors did with groups of 
individuals should properly be referred to as group counseling. 

 New ground was broken in the 1990 revision of the ASGW Professional Standards for the 
Training of Group Workers with (a) the articulation of the term,  group work , to capture the 
variety of ways in which counselors work with groups, (b) differentiation of core training, 
deemed essential for all counselors, from specialization training required of those intending 
to engage in group work as part of their professional practice, and (c) the differentiation 
among four distinct group work specializations: task and work group facilitation, group psy-
choeducation, group counseling, and group psychotherapy. Over the 10 years in which these 
standards have been in force, commentary and criticism has been elicited through discussion 
groups at various regional and national conferences and through published analyses in the 
Association’s journal, the  Journal for Specialists in Group Work.  

 In this Year-2000 revision of the ASGW Professional Standards for the Training of Group 
Workers, the foundation established by the 1990 training standards has been preserved and 
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refi ned by application of feedback received through public discussion and scholarly debate. 
The Year-2000 revision maintains and strengthens the distinction between core and special-
ization training with requirements for core training and aspirational guidelines for specializa-
tion training. Further, the defi nitions of group work specializations have been expanded and 
clarifi ed. Evenness of application of training standards across the specializations has been 
assured by creating a single set of guidelines for all four specializations with specialization 
specifi c detail being supplied where necessary. Consistent with both the pattern for training 
standards established by the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educa-
tional Programs accreditation standards and past editions of the ASGW training standards, 
the Year-2000 revision addresses both content and clinical instruction. Content instruction 
is described in terms of both course work requirements and knowledge objectives while 
clinical instruction is articulated in terms of experiential requirements and skill objectives. 
This revision of the training standards was informed by and profi ts from the seminal ASGW 
Best Practice Guidelines (1998) and the ASGW Principles for Diversity-Competent Group 
Workers (1999). Although each of these documents have their own form of organization, all 
address the group work elements of planning, performing, and processing and the ethical and 
diversity-competent treatment of participants in group activities. 

 PURPOSE 

 The purpose of the Professional Standards for the Training of Group Workers is to provide 
guidance to counselor training programs in the construction of their curricula for graduate 
programs in counseling (e.g., Master’s, specialist, and doctoral degrees and other forms of 
advanced graduate study). Specifi cally, core standards express the Association’s view on the 
minimum training in group work all programs in counseling should provide for all gradu-
ates of their entry level, master’s degree programs in counseling, and specialization standards 
provide a framework for documenting the training philosophy, objectives, curriculum, and 
outcomes for each declared specialization program. 

  Core Training in Group Work  

 All counselors should possess a set of core competencies in general group work. The Asso-
ciation for Specialists in Group Work advocates for the incorporation of core group work 
competencies as part of required entry level training in all counselor preparation programs. 
The Association’s standards for core training are consistent with and provide further elabo-
ration of the standards for accreditation of entry level counseling programs identifi ed by 
the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP, 
1994). Mastery of the core competencies detailed in the ASGW training standards will pre-
pare the counselor to understand group process phenomena and to function more effectively 
in groups in which the counselor is a member. Mastery of basic knowledge and skill in group 
work provides a foundation which specialty training can extend but does not qualify one to 
independently practice any group work specialty. 

  Specialist Training in Group Work  

 The independent practice of group work requires training beyond core competencies. ASGW 
advocates that independent practitioners of group work must possess advanced competencies 
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relevant to the particular kind of group work practice in which the group work student 
wants to specialize (e.g., facilitation of task groups, group psychoeducation, group counsel-
ing, or group psychotherapy). To encourage program creativity in development of specializa-
tion training, the specialization guidelines do not prescribe minimum trainee competencies. 
Rather, the guidelines establish a framework within which programs can develop unique 
training experiences utilizing scientifi c foundations and best practices to achieve their train-
ing objectives. In providing these guidelines for specialized training, ASGW makes no pre-
sumption that a graduate program in counseling must provide training in a group work 
specialization nor that adequate training in a specialization can be accomplished solely within 
a well-rounded master’s degree program in counseling. To provide adequate specialization 
training, completion of post-master’s options such as certifi cates of post-master’s study or 
doctoral degrees may be required. Further, there is no presumption that an individual who 
may have received adequate training in a given declared specialization will be prepared to 
function effectively with all group situations in which the graduate may want to or be 
required to work. It is recognized that the characteristics of specifi c client populations and 
employment settings vary widely. Additional training beyond that which was acquired in a 
specifi c graduate program may be necessary for optimal, diversity-competent, group work 
practice with a given population in a given setting. 

 DEFINITIONS 

  Group Work : is a broad professional practice involving the application of knowledge 
and skill in group facilitation to assist an interdependent collection of people to reach 
their mutual goals which may be intrapersonal, interpersonal, or work-related. The 
goals of the group may include the accomplishment of tasks related to work, education, 
personal development, personal and interpersonal problem solving, or remediation of 
mental and emotional disorders. 

  Core Training in Group Work : includes knowledge, skills, and experiences deemed 
necessary for general competency for all master’s degree prepared counselors. ASGW 
advocates for all counselor preparation programs to provide core training in group 
work regardless of whether the program intends to prepare trainees for independent 
practice in a group work specialization. Core training in group work is considered a 
necessary prerequisite for advanced practice in group work. 

  Specialization Training in Group Work : includes knowledge, skills, and experiences 
deemed necessary for counselors to engage in independent practice of group work. 
Four areas of advanced practice, referred to as specializations, are identifi ed: Task Group 
Facilitation, Group Psychoeducation, Group Counseling, and Group Psychotherapy. 
This list is not presumed to be exhaustive and while there may be no sharp boundaries 
between the specializations, each has recognizable characteristics that have professional 
utility. The defi nitions for these group work specializations have been built upon the 
American Counseling Association’s model defi nition of counseling (adopted by the 
ACA Governing Council in 1997), describing the methods typical of the working 
stage of the group being defi ned and the typical purposes to which those methods are 
put and the typical populations served by those methods. Specialized training presumes 
mastery of prerequisite core knowledge, skills, and experiences. 

  Specialization in Task and Work Group Facilitation : The application of principles 
of normal human development and functioning through group based educational, 
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developmental, and systemic strategies applied in the context of here-and-now interac-
tion that promote effi cient and effective accomplishment of group tasks among people 
who are gathered to accomplish group task goals. 

  Specialization in Psychoeducation Group Leadership : The application of principles 
of normal human development and functioning through group based educational and 
developmental strategies applied in the context of here-and-now interaction that pro-
mote personal and interpersonal growth and development and the prevention of future 
diffi culties among people who may be at risk for the development of personal or inter-
personal problems or who seek enhancement of personal qualities and abilities. 

  Specialization in Group Counseling : The application of principles of normal human 
development and functioning through group based cognitive, affective, behavioral, or 
systemic intervention strategies applied in the context of here-and-now interaction 
that address personal and interpersonal problems of living and promote personal and 
interpersonal growth and development among people who may be experiencing transi-
tory maladjustment, who are at risk for the development of personal or interpersonal 
problems, or who seek enhancement of personal qualities and abilities. 

  Specialization in Group Psychotherapy : The application of principles of normal and 
abnormal human development and functioning through group based cognitive, affec-
tive, behavioral, or systemic intervention strategies applied in the context of negative 
emotional arousal that address personal and interpersonal problems of living, remediate 
perceptual and cognitive distortions or repetitive patterns of dysfunctional behavior, 
and promote personal and interpersonal growth and development among people who 
may be experiencing severe and/or chronic maladjustment. 

 CORE TRAINING STANDARDS 

  I. Coursework and Experiential Requirements  

  Coursework Requirements  

 Core training shall include at least one graduate course in group work that addresses such as 
but not limited to scope of practice, types of group work, group development, group process 
and dynamics, group leadership, and standards of training and practice for group workers. 

  Experiential Requirements  

 Core training shall include a minimum of ten clock hours (twenty clock hours recom-
mended) observation of and participation in a group experience as a group member and/or 
as a group leader. 

  II. Knowledge and Skill Objectives  

  A. Nature and Scope of Practice  

 1.  Knowledge Objectives.  Identify and describe: 
 a. the nature of group work and the various specializations within group work 
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 b. theories of group work including commonalties and distinguishing characteristics 
among the various specializations within group work 

 c. research literature pertinent to group work and its specializations 
 2.  Skill Objectives.  Demonstrate skill in: 

 a. preparing a professional disclosure statement for practice in a chosen area of 
specialization 

 b. applying theoretical concepts and scientifi c fi ndings to the design of a group and the 
interpretation of personal experiences in a group 

  B.  Assessment of Group Members and the Social Systems in 
which they Live and Work  

 1.  Knowledge Objectives.  Identify and describe: 
 a. principles of assessment of group functioning in group work 
 b. use of personal contextual factors (e.g., family-of-origin, neighborhood-of- residence, 

organizational membership, cultural membership) in interpreting behavior of mem-
bers in a group 

 2.  Skill Objectives.  Demonstrate skill in: 
 a. observing and identifying group process 
 b. observing the personal characteristics of individual members in a group 
 c. developing hypotheses about the behavior of group members 
 d. employing contextual factors (e.g., family of origin, neighborhood of residence, 

organizational membership, cultural membership) in interpretation of individual and 
group data 

  C. Planning Group Interventions  

 1.  Knowledge Objectives.  Identify and describe: 
 a. environmental contexts, which affect planning for, group interventions 
 b. the impact of group member diversity (e.g., gender, culture, learning style, group 

climate preference) on group member behavior and group process and dynamics in 
group work 

 c. principles of planning for group work 
 2.  Skill Objectives.  Demonstrate skill in: 

 a. collaborative consultation with targeted populations to enhance ecological validity 
of planned group interventions 

 b. planning for a group work activity including such aspects as developing overarching 
purpose, establishing goals and objectives, detailing methods to be used in achiev-
ing goals and objectives, determining methods for outcome assessment, and verifying 
ecological validity of plan 

  D. Implementation of Group Interventions  

 1.  Knowledge Objectives.  Identify and describe: 
 a. principles of group formation including recruiting, screening, and selecting group 

members 
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 b. principles for effective performance of group leadership functions 
 c. therapeutic factors within group work and when group work approaches are indi-

cated and contraindicated 
 d. principles of group dynamics including group process components, developmental 

stage theories, group member roles, group member behaviors 
 2.  Skill Objectives.  Demonstrate skill in: 

 a. encouraging participation of group members 
 b. attending to, describing, acknowledging, confronting, understanding, and respond-

ing empathically to group member behavior 
 c. attending to, acknowledging, clarifying, summarizing, confronting, and responding 

empathically to group member statements 
 d. attending to, acknowledging, clarifying, summarizing, confronting, and responding 

empathically to group themes 
 e. eliciting information from and imparting information to group members 
 f. providing appropriate self-disclosure 
 g. maintaining group focus; keeping a group on task 
 h. giving and receiving feedback in a group setting 

  E. Leadership and Co-Leadership  

 1.  Knowledge Objectives.  Identify and describe: 
 a. group leadership styles and approaches 
 b. group work methods including group worker orientations and specialized group 

leadership behaviors 
 c. principles of collaborative group processing 

 2.  Skill Objectives.  To the extent opportunities for leadership or co-leadership are provided, 
demonstrate skill in: 
 a. engaging in refl ective evaluation of one’s personal leadership style and approach 
 b. working cooperatively with a co-leader and/or group members 
 c. engaging in collaborative group processing. 

  F. Evaluation  

 1.  Knowledge Objectives.  Identify and describe: 
 a. methods for evaluating group process in group work 
 b. methods for evaluating outcomes in group work 

 2.  Skill Objectives.  Demonstrate skill in: 
 a. contributing to evaluation activities during group participation 
 b. engaging in self-evaluation of personally selected performance goals 

  G. Ethical Practice, Best Practice, Diversity-Competent Practice  

 1.  Knowledge Objectives.  Identify and describe: 
 a. ethical considerations unique to group work 
 b. best practices in group work 
 c. diversity competent group work 
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 2.  Skill Objectives.  Demonstrate skill in: 
 a. evidencing ethical practice in planning, observing, and participating in group 

activities 
 b. evidencing best practice in planning, observing, and participating in group activities 
 c. evidencing diversity-competent practice in planning, observing, and participating in 

group activities 

 SPECIALIZATION GUIDELINES 

  I. Overarching Program Characteristics  

  A. The program has a clearly specifi ed philosophy of training for the preparation 
of specialists for independent practice of group work in one of the forms of 
group work recognized by the Association (i.e. task and work group facilita-
tion, group psychoeducation, group counseling, or group psychotherapy).  
 1. The program states an explicit intent to train group workers in one or more of the 

group work specializations. 
 2. The program states an explicit philosophy of training, based on the science of 

group work, by which it intends to prepare students for independent practice in the 
declared specialization(s). 

  B. For each declared specialization, the program specifi es education and train-
ing objectives in terms of the competencies expected of students complet-
ing the specialization training. These competencies are consistent with  
 1. the program’s philosophy and training model, 
 2. the substantive area(s) relevant for best practice of the declared specialization area, 

and 
 3. standards for competent, ethical, and diversity sensitive practice of group work 

  C .  For each declared specialization, the program specifi es a sequential, cumu-
lative curriculum, expanding in breadth and depth, and designed to pre-
pare students for independent practice of the specialization and relevant 
credentialing.  

  D .  For each declared specialization, the program documents achievement of 
training objectives in terms of student competencies.  

  II. Recommended Coursework and Experience  

  A.  Coursework.  Specialization training may include coursework which provides 
the student with a broad foundation in the group work domain in which 
the student seeks specialized training:  
 1.  Task/Work Group Facilitation:  coursework includes but is not limited to organiza-

tional development, management, and consultation, theory and practice of task/
work group facilitation 

 2.  Group Psychoeducation:  coursework includes but is not limited to organizational 
development, school and community counseling/psychology, health promotion, 
marketing, program development and evaluation, organizational consultation, the-
ory and practice of group psychoeducation 
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 3.  Group Counseling:  coursework includes but is not limited to normal human devel-
opment, health promotion, theory and practice of group counseling 

 4.  Group Psychotherapy:  coursework includes but is not limited to normal and abnor-
mal human development, assessment and diagnosis of mental and emotional disor-
ders, treatment of psychopathology, theory and practice of group psychotherapy 

  B.  Experience.  Specialization training includes  
 1.  Task/Work Group Facilitation:  a minimum of thirty clock hours (forty-fi ve clock 

hours recommended) supervised practice facilitating or conducting an intervention 
with a task or work group appropriate to the age and clientele of the group leader’s 
specialty area (e.g., school counseling, student development counseling, community 
counseling, mental health counseling) 

 2.  Group Psychoeducation:  a minimum of thirty clock hours (forty-fi ve clock hours rec-
ommended) supervised practice conducting a psychoeducation group appropriate 
to the age and clientele of the group leader’s specialty area (e.g., school counseling, 
student development counseling, community counseling, mental health counseling) 

 3.  Group Counseling:  a minimum of forty-fi ve clock hours (sixty clock hours recom-
mended) supervised practice conducting a counseling group appropriate to the age 
and clientele of the group leader’s specialty area (e.g., school counseling, student 
development counseling, community counseling, mental health counseling) 

 4.  Group Psychotherapy:  a minimum of forty-fi ve clock hours (sixty clock hours recom-
mended) supervised practice conducting a psychotherapy group appropriate to the 
age and clientele of the group leader’s specialty area (e.g., mental health counseling) 

  III. Knowledge and Skill Elements  

 In achieving its objectives, the program has and implements a clear and coherent curriculum 
plan that provides the means whereby all students can acquire and demonstrate substantial 
understanding of and competence in the following areas: 

  A. Nature and Scope of Practice  

 The program states a clear expectation that its students will limit their independent practice 
of group work to those specialization areas for which they have been appropriately trained 
and supervised. 

  B.  Assessment of Group Members and the Social Systems in 
Which they Live and Work  

 All graduates of specialization training will understand and demonstrate competence in the 
use of assessment instruments and methodologies for assessing individual group member 
characteristics and group development, group dynamics, and process phenomena relevant for 
the program’s declared specialization area(s). Studies should include but are not limited to: 

 1. methods of screening and assessment of populations, groups, and individual members 
who are or may be targeted for intervention 

 2. methods for observation of group member behavior during group interventions 
 3. methods of assessment of group development, process, and outcomes 
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  C. Planning Group Interventions  

 All graduates of specialization training will understand and demonstrate competence in plan-
ning group interventions consistent with the program’s declared specialization area(s). Studies 
should include but are not limited to: 

 1. establishing the overarching purpose for the intervention 
 2. identifying goals and objectives for the intervention 
 3. detailing methods to be employed in achieving goals and objectives during the 

intervention 
 4. selecting methods for examining group process during group meetings, between group 

sessions, and at the completion of the group intervention 
 5. preparing methods for helping members derive meaning from their within-group 

experiences and transfer within-group learning to real-world circumstances 
 6. determining methods for measuring outcomes during and following the intervention 
 7. verifying ecological validity of plans for the intervention 

  D. Implementation of Group Interventions  

 All graduates of specialization training will understand and demonstrate competence in 
implementing group interventions consistent with the program’s declared specialization 
area(s). Studies should include but are not limited to: 

  1. principles of group formation including recruiting, screening, selection, and orienta-
tion of group members 

  2. standard methods and procedures for group facilitation 
  3. selection and use of referral sources appropriate to the declared specialization 
  4. identifying and responding constructively to extra-group factors which may infl u-

ence the success of interventions 
  5. applying the major strategies, techniques, and procedures 
  6. adjusting group pacing relative to the stage of group development 
  7. identifying and responding constructively to critical incidents 
  8. identifying and responding constructively to disruptive members 
  9. helping group members attribute meaning to and integrate and apply learning 
 10. responding constructively to psychological emergencies 
 11. involving group members in group session processing and ongoing planning 

  E. Leadership and Co-Leadership  

 All graduates of specialization training will understand and demonstrate competence in 
pursuing personal competence as a leader and in selecting and managing the interpersonal 
relationship with a co-leader for group interventions consistent with the program’s declared 
specialization area(s). Studies should include but are not limited to: 

 1. characteristics and skills of effective leaders 
 2. relationship skills required of effective co-leaders 
 3. processing skills required of effective co-leaders. 
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  F. Evaluation  

 All graduates of specialization training will understand and demonstrate competence in 
evaluating group interventions consistent with the program’s declared specialization area(s). 
Studies should include but are not limited to methods for evaluating participant outcomes 
and participant satisfaction. 

  G. Ethical Practice, Best Practice, Diversity-Competent Practice  

 All graduates of specialization training will understand and demonstrate consistent effort to 
comply with principles of ethical, best practice, and diversity-competent practice of group 
work consistent with the program’s declared specialization area(s). Studies should include but 
are not limited to: 

 1. ethical considerations unique to the program’s declared specialization area 
 2. best practices for group work within the program’s declared specialization area 
 3. diversity issues unique to the program’s declared specialization area 

 IMPLEMENTATION GUIDELINES 

 Implementation of the Professional Standards for the Training of Group Workers requires a 
commitment by a program’s faculty and a dedication of program resources to achieve excel-
lence in preparing all counselors at core competency level and in preparing counselors for 
independent practice of group work. To facilitate implementation of the training standards, 
the Association offers the following guidelines. 

 Core Training in Group Work 

 Core training in group work can be provided through a single, basic course in group theory 
and process. This course should include the elements of content instruction detailed below 
and may also include the required clinical instruction component. 

  Content Instruction  

 Consistent with accreditation standards (CACREP, 1994; Standard II. J.4), study in the area 
of group work should provide an understanding of the types of group work (e.g., facilitation 
of task groups, psychoeducation groups, counseling groups, psychotherapy groups); group 
development, group dynamics, and group leadership styles; and group leadership methods 
and skills. More explicitly, studies should include, but not be limited to the following: 

 • principles of group dynamics including group process components, developmental 
stage theories, and group member’s roles and behaviors; 

 • group leadership styles and approaches including characteristics of various types of 
group leaders and leadership styles; 

 • theories of group counseling including commonalties, distinguishing characteristics, 
and pertinent research and literature; 
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 • group work methods including group leader orientations and behaviors, ethi-
cal standards, appropriate selection criteria and methods, and methods of evaluating 
effectiveness; 

 • approaches used for other types of group work, including task groups, prevention 
groups, support groups, and therapy groups; and, 

 • skills in observing member behavior and group process, empathic responding, con-
fronting, self-disclosing, focusing, protecting, recruiting and selecting members, open-
ing and closing sessions, managing, explicit and implicit teaching, modeling, giving and 
receiving feedback. 

  Clinical Instruction  

 Core group work training requires a minimum of ten clock hours of supervised practice 
(20 clock hours of supervised practice is recommended). Consistent with CACREP standards 
for accreditation, the supervised experience provides the student with direct experiences as 
a participant in a small group, and may be met either in the basic course in group theory 
and practice or in a specially conducted small group designed for the purpose of meeting 
this standard (CACREP, 1994; Standard II. D). In arranging for and conducting this group 
experience, care must be taken by program faculty to assure that the ACA ethical standard for 
dual relationships and ASGW standards for best practice are observed. 

  Specialist Training in Group Work  

 Though ASGW advocates that all counselor training programs provide all counseling stu-
dents with core group work training, specialization training is elective. If a counselor training 
program chooses to offer specialization training (e.g., task group facilitation, group psycho-
education, group counseling, group psychotherapy), ASGW urges institutions to develop 
their curricula consistent with the ASGW standards for that specialization. 

  Content Instruction  

 Each area of specialization has its literature. In addition to basic course work in group theory 
and process, each specialization requires additional coursework providing specialized knowl-
edge necessary for professional application of the specialization: 

  •   Task Group Facilitation : coursework in such areas as organization development, 
consultation, management, or sociology so students gain a basic understanding of orga-
nizations and how task groups function within them. 

  •   Group Psychoeducation : coursework in community psychology, consultation, health 
promotion, marketing, curriculum design to prepare students to conduct structured 
consciousness raising and skill training groups in such areas as stress management, well-
ness, anger control and assertiveness training, problem solving. 

  •   Group Counseling : coursework in normal human development, family development 
and family counseling, assessment and problem identifi cation of problems in living, 
individual counseling, and group counseling, including training experiences in personal 
growth or counseling group. 
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  •   Group Psychotherapy : coursework in abnormal human development, family pathol-
ogy and family therapy, assessment and diagnosis of mental and emotional disorders, 
individual therapy, and group therapy, including training experiences in a therapy 
group. 

  Clinical Instruction  

 For Task Group Facilitation and Group Psychoeducation, group specialization training 
recommends a minimum of thirty clock hours of supervised practice (45 clock hours of 
supervised practice is strongly suggested). Because of the additional diffi culties presented by 
Group Counseling and Group Psychotherapy, a minimum of forty-fi ve clock hours of super-
vised practice is recommended (60 clock hours of supervised practice is strongly suggested). 
Consistent with CACREP standards for accreditation, supervised experience should provide 
an opportunity for the student to perform under supervision a variety of activities that a 
professional counselor would perform in conducting group work consistent with a given 
specialization (i.e. assessment of group members and the social systems in which they live and 
work, planning group interventions, implementing group interventions, leadership and co-
leadership, and within-group, between-group, and end-of-group processing and evaluation). 

 In addition to courses offering content and experience related to a given specialization, 
supervised clinical experience should be obtained in practica and internship experiences. 
Following the model provided by CACREP for master’s practica, we recommend that one 
quarter of all required supervised clinical experience be devoted to group work: 

  •   Master’s Practicum : At least ten clock hours of the required forty clock hours of 
direct service should be spent in supervised leadership or co-leadership experience in 
group work, typically in Task Group Facilitation, Group Psychoeducation, or Group 
Counseling (at the master’s practicum level, experience in Group Psychotherapy would 
be unusual) (CACREP, 1994; Standard III. H.1). 

  •   Master’s Internship : At least sixty clock hours of the required 240 clock hours of 
direct services should be spent in supervised leadership or co-leadership in group work 
consistent with the program’s specialization offering(s) (i.e., in Task Group Facilitation, 
Group Psychoeducation, Group Counseling, or Group Psychotherapy). 

  •   Doctoral Internship : At least 150 clock hours of the required 600 clock hours of 
direct service should be spent in supervised leadership or co-leadership in group work 
consistent with the program’s specialization offering(s) (i.e. in Task Group Facilitation, 
Group Psychoeducation, Group Counseling, or Group Psychotherapy). 

 NOTE 

  1. Reprinted with permission from ASGW. 
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 A P P E N D I X  C 

 ASSESSMENT OF GROUP COUNSELORS’ 
COMPETENCIES 

 GOAL STATEMENT 

 The professional counselor possesses the personality characteristics, knowledge, and skills 
required of the effective helper; complies with ethical standards; as appropriate to his or her 
credentials, is able to discern when individual or group counseling would be most helpful; 
understands basic principles of group dynamics; and is familiar with major group theories, 
stages of group development, group member roles, and research related to group counseling. 

Group 
Counseling 

Competencies

Performance Guidelines Assessment

The counselor 
is a skilled 
professional who 
is able to do the 
following:

The professional counselor provides evidence of 
competence by demonstrating the ability to do the 
following:

Low Average High
1 2 3 4 5

Discern when 
individual or 
group counseling 
would be most 
helpful for the 
problem presented 
and for the client. 
(This implies 
recognition 
of referral 
responsibility when 
appropriate.)

1.1  Specify the types of problems that are particularly 
suited to group or individual counseling.

1.2  Structure specialized groups as to topic and purpose as 
well as membership.

1.3  Specify the effectiveness of both peer and traditional 
models on individual behavior.

1.4  Coordinate and sequence a client’s participation in 
both individual and group counseling sessions.

1.5  Explain how the power of groups can be both 
advantageous and disadvantageous to members.

(Continued )



Group 
Counseling 

Competencies

Performance Guidelines Assessment

Use principles of 
group dynamics 
and group 
therapeutic 
conditions in 
various group 
activities 
that facilitate 
attitude and 
behavior change 
appropriate to 
the age level of 
the client.

2.1  Display a working knowledge of group dynamics, such 
as

2.1a  content and process variables,
2.1b  various leadership styles, and
2.1c  the conditions under which groups promote healthy 

growth.
2.2  Display a working knowledge of developmental tasks 

and coping behaviors of different age levels and the 
skill to use various group techniques appropriate for 
client level, including

2.2a  play and activity groups,
2.2b  modeling—social learning techniques, and
2.2c  role-playing and psychodrama.
2.3  Observe and record verbal and nonverbal interaction 

in groups, following predetermined cues and 
procedures for making such observations.

2.3a  Use the anecdotal method of observation and 
recording to report the signifi cant components of 
individual and group interaction.

2.3b  Chart group interaction through the use of an 
appropriate interaction tool.

2.3c  Rate the initiative and responsive dimensions of group 
interaction.

2.3d  Record the operant level, and chart baseline data 
on selected behaviors as they emerge in the group 
(various physical phenomena, hostile statements, etc.).

Demonstrate 
a familiarity 
with the unique 
characteristics 
of at least three 
of the major 
group theories 
and the persons 
associated 
with their 
development.

3.1  Communicate and use appropriate and consistent 
methodologies included in at least three of the 
following group theories:

3.1a  Adlerian psychology,
3.1b  behavioral group counseling,
3.1c  Gestalt group therapy,
3.1d  group psychodrama,
3.1e  human resource development training,
3.1f  person-centered group therapy,
3.1g  rational-emotive therapy,
3.1h  reality therapy,
3.1i  transactional analysis,
3.1j  family therapy groups, and
3.1k  addiction or recovery groups.

(Continued)



Group 
Counseling 

Competencies

Performance Guidelines Assessment

Demonstrate 
familiarity with 
the history of 
group work and 
the important 
individuals and 
organizations 
who have 
contributed to its 
growth, such as

4.1a  J. H. Pratt,
4.1b  Alfred Adler,
4.1c  J. L. Moreno,
4.1d  S. R. Slavson,
4.1e  C. R. Rogers,
4.1f  National Training Laboratory,
4.1g  the human potential movement,
4.1h  Fritz Perls,
4.1i  Merle M. Ohlsen,
4.1j  G. G. Kemp,
4.1k  G. M. Gazda, and
4.1l  I. D. Yalom.

Demonstrate 
competence in 
dealing with 
terms specifi c to 
discriminating 
among the 
various kinds of 
group activities.

5.1  Adequately defi ne and explain the differences in 
orientation, methodology, procedures, leadership 
qualifi cations, and client population associated with

5.1a  group guidance,
5.1b  group counseling,
5.1c  group psychotherapy, and
5.1d  human relations training.
5.2  Display a functional knowledge of the following terms 

and concepts and their application to groups:
5.2a  Group dynamics
5.2b  T-groups
5.2c  Psychodrama
5.2d  Open and closed groups
5.2e  Self-help and support groups
5.2f  Specifi c-issue groups
5.2g  Procedural rules for groups
5.2h  Process analysis

Communicate 
familiarity with 
a number of 
group growth 
and intervention 
systems, and 
advise as to the 
appropriate 
group activity.

6.1  Function as a member or leader in the following kinds 
of group experiences:

6.1a  An encounter group
6.1b  A family therapy group
6.1c  A play-therapy or an activity-therapy group
6.2  Co-lead ongoing group sessions in conjunction with an 

instructor, supervisor, or selected colleague.
6.3  Describe and/or experience various specialized 

methods and techniques in group counseling, such as

(Continued )



Group 
Counseling 

Competencies

Performance Guidelines Assessment

6.3a  critique of group tapes by self or others,
6.3b  focused feedback,
6.3c  observation of group counseling (live or taped),
6.3d  systematic desensitization,
6.3e  psychodrama,
6.3f  modeling,
6.3g  role-playing,
6.3h  extended sessions or marathon groups, and
6.3i  issue group specifi c to the counselor’s expertise such 

as stress-management groups, assertiveness groups, 
and team-building groups.

Demonstrate 
familiarity with 
the typical stages 
of groups and 
appropriate 
intervention 
strategies and 
leader behaviors.

7.1  Organize and prepare for a group, and get the initial 
group started.

7.2  Explain the beginning stages of a group.
7.3  Explain the working stages.
7.4  Explain the ending stages and termination procedures.

Indicate an 
awareness of the 
most frequently 
observed 
facilitative and 
debilitative 
roles that group 
members may 
take, along 
with relevant 
management 
strategies.

8.1  Describe and work with
8.1a  the compulsive talker or monopolizing member,
8.1b  the silent member,
8.1c  the group clown,
8.1d  the intellectualizer,
8.1e  the rescuer,
8.1f  the attacker,
8.1g  the alienated member,
8.1h  the withdrawn member,
8.1i  the overly dependent member, and
8.1j  the member who gives inappropriate advice.

Be conversant 
with the body 
of research 
related to group 
counseling, 
both landmark 
and current, 
particularly as it 
relates to one’s 
area of specialty.

9.1  Stay current with professional literature in areas 
such as

9.1a  school counseling,
9.1b  student development work,
9.1c  community agencies,
9.1d  mental health facilities, and
9.1e  specifi c-issue groups such as groups for depression, 

AIDS, eating disorders, and chemical abuse and 
other addictions.

(Continued)



Group 
Counseling 

Competencies

Performance Guidelines Assessment

Demonstrate 
personal 
behaviors and 
a sensitivity 
to issues that 
indicate an 
appreciation of 
ethical practices 
in group work.

10.1  This is related critically to specifi c professional 
guidelines that address ethics in group work, such as

10.1a  providing information and orienting new group 
members;

10.1b  screening potential group members;
10.1c  maintaining confi dentiality;
10.1d  working with voluntary or involuntary participants;
10.1e  having procedures for leaving the group;
10.1f  protecting group members against undue coercion 

and pressure, intimidation, and physical threats;
10.1g  imposing counselor values on group members;
10.1h  treating each group member equitably and equally;
10.1i  avoiding dual relationships;
10.1j  using group techniques in which the leader is not 

trained;
10.1k  consulting with members and other professionals 

between group meetings;
10.1l  terminating the group;
10.1m  conducting evaluation and follow-up procedures;
10.1n  managing referral to other appropriate 

professionals; and
10.1o  continuing the leader’s professional development.
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 A P P E N D I X  D 

 TYPICAL ISSUES IN GROUP 
COUNSELING 

 QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT COMMON GROUP ISSUES 

 The following edited protocol involves us sharing our personal, clinical insights into a num-
ber of group issues with a group of graduate students in group counseling. 

  QUESTION: Dr. Landreth, what differences do you see between the role of the counselor in a 
group setting and a counselor in an individual setting?  

  LANDRETH : That’s a good question to start with. It is basic to what we do in group counseling 
and one that I have pondered for myself. First, let me focus on myself. I see myself being 
different in a group. I am not sure just why I am. Some of the same basic skills are neces-
sary in both settings, but I feel more personally free in the group, free to express myself, 
free to risk in some areas that I would never risk in or have not in individual counseling. 
Take touching, for instance. I cannot recall having touched a client in the middle of an 
individual counseling session. Although I have felt an inclination to do that, I’m not sure 
just why I haven’t. But in group counseling, I do feel more comfortable in getting up and 
going across the circle and hugging a group member and have done that. Not that I do 
that in every session, but I have done that in some. 

  BERG : In addition to the personal freedom that Garry is talking about, the group leader needs 
to be aware of several more dimensions than is required of an individual counselor. The 
group leader takes some responsibility for the entire group as well as the individual of 
focus. That requires a special kind of attending and a certain knowledge about groups 
of people and how they respond to one another. The leader should be aware of the 
impact of an individual’s disclosure on other members of the group and how they might 
respond. The group leader can’t be completely responsible for all of those things, but 
being aware of them is important. In a group, there’s always a lot going on at any specifi c 
time. 

  FALL : The biggest difference I notice is the way I process information and connect with 
the client. In individual [counseling], the connection is between me and the client. For 
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example, if you are spinning plates, in individual counseling, there is only one plate to 
spin and the only one facilitating the spinning is the counselor. In group, there are many 
plates [members], and I have to focus on the speed and balance of each plate in order 
to maintain the process. In group [counseling], another dynamic takes place, that being 
the infl uence of the members on one another’s growth. In individual, the counselor is 
the primary change agent. In group, the leader must be skilled at incorporating all the 
members into the push for change. 

  LANDRETH : One of the things I have noticed that’s different about me in group counseling is 
that in individual counseling, I’m very conscious of the member’s feelings right off and 
have a tendency to respond most to these feelings, whereas in the fi rst session of group 
counseling, my tendency is to react more to the interactions that are occurring, help-
ing members to get in, and linking members together. So, as a result of that, I’m sure I 
spend less of my time in the fi rst session focusing on individual feelings, although I have 
a natural inclination to do that. I have noticed as we have worked together, Bob, you 
spend more time initially focusing on the individual, and I spend more time helping the 
members to engage in the interaction process. 

  BERG : That may not be a function of individual style as much as it may be you and I working 
together. I think that over the 20-some years that you and I have been leading groups 
together, we have come to know each other, what to expect from each other, and the 
result is a natural balance. 

  QUESTION: Why do so many successful, well-trained individual counselors fi nd it diffi cult to 
make the transition to group work?  

  BERG : My speculation is that many good individual therapists do not always feel comfortable 
in a group setting, and one of the reasons for that may be that they haven’t had enough 
experience in a group. Group settings are more diffi cult to control than individual set-
tings, and whether we like it or not, therapists like to be in control. Also, therapists who 
chose to do group work tend to be slightly more expressive, risk-taking personalities. 

  FALL : I was “well trained” in group and had diffi culty getting motivated to set up groups in 
my practice setting. The primary obstacle for me was that groups seem to be more dif-
fi cult to create than making individual client appointments. With group, there is more 
planning, marketing, and fi nding a good time and enough clients to make the group. 
The logistical barrier was huge for me. However, once I got started, I found groups to be 
much easier to maintain than individual clients. 

  LANDRETH : Some counselors are just not comfortable in a group setting. That’s also true of 
members. Not everyone should be in group. Some people work better as a client in 
individual counseling. The same holds true for counselors. Some counselors work better 
with individuals than with groups. I think one possible reason for this has to do with the 
dimension of risk. If the counselor has very little need for control, that person is probably 
more tolerant of ambiguity and will have less need to know exactly where the group 
is going and how the experience is going to end. That kind of person will probably be 
more comfortable in the group. 

  QUESTION: What do I do if there is a long silence in the group and I’m the group leader?  
  LANDRETH : That experience probably plagues the beginning group leader more than any-

thing else that can happen in a group because most group leaders want something to 
be happening. The tendency is to assume that not much is going on if there is no ver-
bal communication. If there is anything I have learned from working in groups, it’s to 
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be comfortable with silence. Just because there are no words being used doesn’t mean 
there’s no work. I think one of the things a skilled group counselor needs to do is to be 
able to distinguish between the working silence and a silence that is not really productive. 
I don’t know how to describe that. When I sense or feel a silence is being productive, I 
am just comfortable with it. Then there are other silences where I feel not much is going 
on, and I feel comfortable to break that silence. I think one of the worst things that can 
happen to beginning group counselors is to get caught in the game of “Who’s going 
to break the silence fi rst?” That can be deadly because the group leader is sitting there 
determined not to break the silence, and there is a point where the group will not break 
the silence either and the leader may need to intervene. So the group leader needs to be 
sensitive to the group, sensitive to whether there is work going on, and then to be patient 
with silences that do occur. 

  BERG : There are different kinds of silences. One might be a resistant silence. If in the life of 
the group the group leader senses, and I use that word “sense” because we do so much 
of that, if the leader senses a resistance in a silence, I think the best thing the leader can 
do is to go back to the group as a whole and ask them to examine the silence, to take a 
look at themselves and their own behavior and what might be underlying the resistance. 

  FALL : Silence is often more disturbing to the leader than it is for the members. I often time 
the silence and ask the leader how long they thought it lasted. Invariably, the leader 
overestimates the duration. It is a real skill to learn to be comfortable with silence. If you 
can’t develop a general level of comfort, then it will be much more diffi cult to tell the 
difference between productive and unproductive silences. 

  LANDRETH : Also, I think there is a tendency on the part of group leaders to think, “Whatever 
happens here is up to me,” and so if there is a silence, it is up to the leader to do some-
thing. I feel comfortable in letting the group decide what to do with the silence. It’s not 
always up to me. They can decide what to do next and maybe learn something in the 
process about their responsibility in this group. 

  QUESTION: How structured or active do you think the group counselor should be in the 
group?  

  BERG : In a group with relatively little experience, I fi nd myself busier, more active verbally, 
more structured in the initial phases. My involvement tends to decrease as time goes by 
and members assume more responsibility for themselves and the direction of the group. I 
don’t favor a lot of prepackaged structure, other than ice-breakers at the beginning when 
people are anxious. Typically, I don’t use a lot of structured activities in the group. My 
reason is that there is  always  something going on in the group. An important thing I have 
learned about myself is to trust my ability to read or sense what is going on in the group 
at any given time. A good permission giver for that trust is to forgive myself when I’m 
wrong. I don’t mind making mistakes nearly as much as I might have at one time. If I can 
risk being wrong, it is a process that the group members can relate to. So I’m busier in 
the initial stages, modeling, and demonstrating to group members the types of responses 
I think are constructive and helpful. As I hear those words coming back to me from the 
group, I feel much more comfortable in sitting back and letting the group members help 
each other. Part of the learning, part of the group process, is for the members to learn 
not only to help themselves but also to help others. 

  LANDRETH : Bob, one of the reasons we work so well together is that you focus on the model-
ing and helping members learn how to make helpful responses, while my initial tendency 
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is to help the member get into the group and interact, thus to shift the responsibility 
to the group. In this process, members are really getting both sides, both ends of the 
continuum. 

  FALL : I think different types of groups call for different levels of structure. Psychoeducational 
and task groups naturally need more structure than counseling or psychotherapy groups. 
In counseling groups, I think structure is more appropriate in the beginning stages of 
group as a way to get the group started but should taper off as the need [for] activity-
based interaction is replaced with spontaneous connection and sharing. 

  QUESTION: What do you feel is the optimal number of members per group?  
  BERG : Primarily, the groups I have in mind are process-oriented groups, and such groups 

function on the basis of several assumptions. One assumption is that the members are 
able to function in their lives and roles relatively well. They may run the range of normal 
to neurotic personality diffi culties. Individuals who have personality problems or rela-
tionship diffi culties serious enough to keep them from profi ting from the group should 
be excluded. When group members are functioning interpersonally, at least minimally, 
the group leader can rely on group members helping each other, getting involved in 
the group process itself, learning from the process, and being a part of it. Interpersonal 
process groups tend to function best with seven to nine people in a group. If the group 
is much larger than that, people are not going to have the opportunity to get verbally 
involved in the process. If the group is smaller than that, there can be great pressure on 
people to contribute verbally. I don’t like that. 

  LANDRETH : Groups for children in primary grades should have four or fi ve members. For 
Grades 4, 5, and 6, probably about six members would be optimum for that age group. 

  QUESTION: How do you get a cohesive group?  
  LANDRETH : My fi rst reaction is that I don’t know how to “get” a group to be cohesive. There 

are some things that I can do to contribute to a group becoming cohesive, but whether 
or not the group becomes cohesive is up to the group. A group leader may work as hard 
as he or she can, and the group may never become cohesive even though the leader is 
doing the same sort of things that he or she did in a group that became cohesive. I think 
the way I present myself initially contributes to the cohesiveness of a group. One of the 
things I have found about myself is that I can help people to feel safe with me or com-
fortable with me. I think that’s because I feel comfortable with myself in that setting. 
Then, feeling safe and comfortable, they feel safe enough to risk saying something to me 
or other members or to reveal some part of their inner person. That’s the beginning stage 
of moving toward cohesiveness. The crucial element, in addition to the sharing of self, 
is there must be interaction among the members. In groups where there is a focus on 
individual counseling in the group setting, it is almost impossible to develop cohesiveness 
because there is not interaction among group members. Members feel good about being 
there, but they don’t have any sharing or interaction among themselves to make them a 
part of another person’s life. I think interaction and sharing are crucial to the develop-
ment of cohesion. When there is a feeling that I have been able to contribute in some 
way to your life, and you also have been able to contribute to my life, then a feeling of 
closeness develops, and that is cohesion. 

  BERG : Cohesiveness is also related to the chemistry or makeup of the group. Some groups 
may never achieve true cohesiveness. Verbal participation is very important to the devel-
opment of cohesion. There are some indicators that a group is becoming cohesive. 
Cohesiveness is a togetherness, a glue that keeps the group together. A cohesive group 
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is one in which members assign priority to the life of the group itself. Attendance can 
indicate the level of cohesiveness of a group. In a cohesive group, people will attend and 
[will] miss other things to get there and be on time. Verbal interaction also tells you 
something about cohesiveness. How people begin to link themselves to other members’ 
statements will tell you about cohesiveness. In a cohesive group, members tend to call 
each other and provide a support system during the week and will check on each other 
at the beginning of group session to see how things went during the week in relation to 
some person’s problem. Also, some groups can become too cohesive; therefore, cohesive-
ness is not something you strive for and maintain at all costs. If a group becomes too 
cohesive, the members may begin to protect and rescue each other. This is something the 
group leader must be sensitive to and guard against. 

  QUESTION: What factors would you want to consider as a group leader when screening 
potential group members?  

  BERG : One of my primary screening criteria is that a person have some other satisfactory 
interpersonal relationship outside and exclusive of the group. That can be any kind of 
relationship—spousal, romantic, friendship, family—but the kind that is chosen and satis-
factory to both people. I check that out rather carefully. Groups are so interpersonal that 
if a member doesn’t have a historical base of minimal social skills, this has to be achieved 
in some way in the group. That can get pretty neurotic and not very helpful for other 
group members. I prefer heterogeneous groups. I have never preferred groups focused 
around a single problem. I enjoy personality differences and diversity. I like to have some 
assertive members and some members who are more passive. There’s much that can be 
learned from differences in people. An exception would be if there is a person whose 
problem area is so profound at any given point that they would demand or need a large 
amount of group time; I would probably suggest that person get individual or concurrent 
counseling rather than relying totally on the group. 

  FALL : For me, the pre-group interview is a great way to see how the person interacts with 
people. You are getting insight into how the person will be in your group. I also assess the 
person’s expectations and goals for group to see if they match with the group’s intent. I 
agree with Bob: I am not looking for a group of one type of person, or even “great group 
members.” I want different combinations of people in my group. For group to work 
best, it really needs to refl ect the real world as much as possible in terms of backgrounds 
and personality styles. Unless the group is designed specifi cally for one particular disor-
der, I will screen out severe psychopathology (personality disorders, psychotic disorders, 
untreated mood or anxiety disorders) based on the level of care that would be appropriate. 

  LANDRETH : Typically, more attention is focused on screening group members as we go up the 
age scale. Perhaps that is because children have fewer problems interacting than adults. 
I know they experience their world just as intensely as we do. Or it could be that they 
are more resilient and more adjustable and capable in interacting with their peers despite 
their problems. Another possibility is that they are more accepting of the differences that 
occur in people. I also prefer a heterogeneous group. I like the challenge of “Now that 
we are together, what can we create?” For that reason, I’m not as cautious about putting a 
certain type of group together. I think we should screen because there are certain mem-
bers who don’t work out well in a group. I prefer not to work in a group focused on 
one particular problem. However, one of the most exciting groups I’ve led was a group 
of teenage chronic traffi c violators. Other than that initial similarity, though, they were a 
very diverse group, and we seldom focused on their driving habits. 
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  QUESTION: What type of training do you think is necessary to become a group counselor?  
  FALL : The Association for Specialists in Group Work and CACREP [Council for Accredita-

tion of Counseling and Related Educational Programs, counseling’s accrediting body] 
have developed a very detailed description of group-work training standards. One class 
in group does not constitute complete training in my mind. I tend to rely on the triad 
of competency. The three elements include formal education, supervised clinical work, 
and continuing education. 

  LANDRETH : There are two experiences that are absolutely essential. One is that the group 
counselor be well read in the area of group counseling and have some formal training. 
However, the typical group counseling course is not enough. It is essential that the group 
facilitator learn as much as can possibly be learned about himself or herself. In training, 
the group leader can learn skills to apply and certain things to do in specifi c situations, 
but when there is a real crisis in the group the ultimate tool the group leader has is his 
or her personality at that moment and the accompanying creativity and courage. How 
well these dimensions are utilized will depend on the group leader’s acceptance of self. 
Therefore, I would recommend some personal group counseling. Perhaps from 10 to 15 
group sessions that provide the potential group leader an opportunity to fi nd out not 
only what it’s like to be a member but also how other people react to him or her. If the 
group leader is not aware of how other people react to him, he will not be sensitive to 
how the group members see him. Most of all, the group leader must be open to learning 
about self from the group he leads. That does not mean I go into the group to work on 
my issues or focus on myself a lot, but secondarily in the learning experience to be open 
to learning about myself. Out of that comes a general presentation of self that others fi nd 
helpful. One of the things that has been most helpful for me is to turn loose of the need 
to be helpful to everyone. There are some people who react to Bob in a positive way that 
would not react to me in that way. 

  BERG : Theory, techniques, and all the cognitive information we carry around [are] less 
important than who we are as persons. We need to understand human development, and 
we need to understand groups and how they work. We need to understand how people 
relate to each other, but the main thing we have going for us is how we utilize ourselves. 
So, in addition to experiencing group therapy, self-inspection must become an attitude, a 
way of life. I’m constantly amazed and sometimes scared about what I continue to learn 
about me, as far as how I relate to other people, how I see myself. The more I do that, the 
more I keep in touch with myself, and the more doors open for me. The payoff is that it’s 
easier to be empathetic with others. To be more responsible for my own behavior helps 
me get outside of me and to be fully present with the group or with another person, 
wherever I am. This is not being self-obsessed. It’s possible to be introspective without 
being self-obsessed. 

  LANDRETH : That process of introspection is one of happenings and learnings that aren’t being 
looked for. It’s like a discovery in the process of interacting in the group: “Look at that. 
Why am I feeling this? I wasn’t aware of this in me,” and then some self-awareness com-
ing on the spot, maybe in the group. 

  QUESTION: At what particular point would you terminate a participant in a group if the per-
sonality confl ict gets to be really strong?  

  LANDRETH : There are basic guidelines. The individual is important. I will be sensitive to the 
individual. I do care about this person. I care about the individual more perhaps than 
the total group in terms of personal feeling. The individual is important, but not more 



TYPICAL ISSUES IN GROUP COUNSELING 223

important than the group, and the group is important, but not more than the individual. 
So it depends on whether the group is able to react in an appropriate way to that indi-
vidual. If it seemed to me that the group, in terms of their reactions, was not handling 
a member very well, I feel very comfortable in removing a member. I do it very gently 
and not abruptly in the middle of the session, but to talk with a member after the ses-
sion about individual counseling, not continuing with the group at this time or perhaps 
individual counseling now and joining with another group at some point. I would never 
allow one member, I know that sounds like I’m in control and it’s not all up to me, but I 
would not want to allow a member to destroy the group, because I believe that the group 
is important too. 

  BERG : The bottom line is a clinical judgment. There are a few things that pop into my mind. 
One is when a person is so needy that they need to dominate group time or they just 
can’t connect with other members of the group because everything in the group seems 
to remind them of their own problem. At that point, we need to ask the question “Is 
the group the best intervention system available for this particular person?” I don’t have 
any qualms about saying to a person, “We may have made a mistake with regards to 
placement. Let’s look at some other alternatives.” If someone is very angry, whether they 
are aware of it or not, and that keeps popping out in the group, the group may not be 
the best place for that person. Oftentimes, it can be helpful to a group to learn to deal 
with confl ict. But if it’s a pervasive kind of thing and it goes on and on, that can become 
a problem. One of the problems with a person who is very different, by that I mean 
personality-wise quite different from the group norm, is that they can set themselves up 
as the scapegoat in the group. It’s not helpful for the group members to fi nd someone 
they can pick on and dump hostilities on. What typically happens is that it forces that 
person into a defensive posture that just perpetuates the problem. I don’t view group as a 
panacea for the world’s ills. In fact, in terms of intervention systems, I view groups as an 
adjunct, something people can profi t from after they have done phase 1 individual work 
where they have taken care of their own intrapersonal dynamics. My preference would 
be that members of an adult group have had some individual counseling where they have 
looked at their primary relationships, examined their roots, looked at their history, and 
have a reasonably good handle on where they come from and why they behave in certain 
ways and are wanting to test out new ways of behaving in a social context. 

  LANDRETH : I’m less restrictive about who can join a group. In high school, junior high, and 
elementary school, where there may not be an opportunity for individual counseling, I 
would go ahead and put a group of children together without any concern about indi-
vidual counseling unless there was a major emotional problem. Most children in public 
schools aren’t going to be functioning in that setting very well if there is a major emo-
tional problem. They will have already been removed and placed in a private school or 
diagnostic setting. Also, with adults, I feel free to take a group of people without delving 
too much into their background, other than some initial screening. If they have an eager-
ness to be in the group and to have that experience, I’ll see how that works out and they 
can see how the group works out. As to the question about removing someone from the 
group, sometimes it is helpful to just call the person aside and discuss with them their 
own perception of how they are doing in the group or how the group is reacting to 
them. This may give them a chance to reveal their own apprehension about the group. 
They may reveal, without you even bringing it up, some other experience or a desire 
to not continue in the group. Or, if you’re working with a long-term group, you may 
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have the opportunity for a member to exit the group for three to four sessions, get some 
individual work, and be ready to come back into the group. I experienced that with a 
group of fi fth-grade students. One little boy in the group, Erik, was the general of the 
school. He would strong-arm kids in the bathroom to get their lunch money. In the 
group, he was a physically active youngster, so much so that there were times when I had 
to physically restrain him. He was just so physically aggressive the group members kept a 
physical distance. There just wasn’t much cohesiveness evolving because he kept people 
separated. After fi ve sessions, he was removed from the group and placed in individual 
counseling. His removal came as a result of his own decision. The group had established 
a rule that in the group, members had to sit in the circle if they wanted to stay in the 
group. Failure to do so meant the member could not stay in the group and would have 
to go back to the classroom. Erik chose not to sit in the circle, so he chose to go back 
to his classroom. When I left to escort him to the classroom, the group came together 
physically just like a group of quail huddling up. It was a dramatic portrayal of how they 
felt separated because of him. Three weeks later, after individual counseling twice a week, 
he was able to come back into the group and function. 

  QUESTION: If the group was involuntary, what would you do to minimize this impact on the 
group? I work with juvenile delinquents, and there are four to fi ve strong-armers in the 
group. How do you minimize these four to fi ve for the remaining members?  

  LANDRETH : My inclination is to go the other way, to help the group members react rather 
than my reacting to the disruptive member. I want to help the group members to become 
strong enough, perhaps with my support, and I think that would be a very indirect form 
of support, for them to discover that they could cope with that person. I think there is 
always the potential that they can be just as strong as that person is in reacting to him. 
They can really discover that they don’t have to give in. 

  BERG : I would agree. Part of the frustration in dealing with involuntary issues is that it will 
slow the process down. Working with juvenile delinquents can be very taxing. Part of 
the problem in working with groups that are involuntary, such as groups of offenders, 
is that they have similar skills available to them. That’s typically what’s gotten them in 
trouble in the fi rst place. They don’t perceive a lot of options, in terms of behavior. In a 
group like that, you would have to be patient and do more teaching, modeling, pointing 
out, confronting of behaviors that have not worked in the past. If such behaviors had 
worked, these members wouldn’t be where they are now. Even in involuntary groups, 
the leader has the right to exit a person if that person is being totally disruptive in the 
group. Again, that’s a decision the leader has to make about the welfare of this person, 
the welfare of the group, and the welfare of the entire system. Even in a prison setting, 
the leader can exit a person. 

  LANDRETH : One thing that bothers me about the question is the indication there is nothing 
that can be done, that the individuals must be in the group. My preference would be that 
there is some opportunity for the member to not be present if the member chooses by 
his behavior not to be here. The other individuals in the group are important also, as is 
the person causing so much trouble. Sometimes, there is a decision that needs to be made 
for the welfare of the group. Do we allow this one member to destroy the whole group 
week after week? I would like some opportunity to have the member sit one or more 
sessions out for a while if possible. 

  FALL : Those are good points. I have worked for over 10 years with court-mandated group 
members. The fi rst thing I try to do is make sure they know they have a choice in 
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whether or not they attend group. This is vital. If they cannot fi nd their choice in the 
process, then group becomes a power struggle, a consequence. What is their choice? 
Well, they can choose to come see me or they can go to jail, or whatever else the court 
wants to do with them. That’s not much of a choice, but it’s a start. If I can help them 
see that choice from the beginning, then the foundation is laid to help them fi nd other 
choices in the process. For example, the court says you have to be here, but you get to 
decide what you get out of the group. Also, if they can see the choice between group 
and jail, then when they do not abide by the rules of the group, it helps me frame their 
disruption as a choice to leave group (which means they are choosing jail). 

  QUESTION: What would you consider a nonproductive session?  
  BERG : I could say there’s no such thing. However, I have been bored in sessions. I have left 

groups feeling like I did not do as well as I would have liked to. I’ve left groups thinking 
that the group members did not do what I had hoped for them to do. My fi rst answer is 
probably best. The second two probably have to do with my own need to be productive, 
my need to get somewhere. The more I can convince myself that individuals in groups 
will do what they need to do, the more I can let the river fl ow and certainly not try to 
push the river, then the more at peace and off the hook I’ll feel. There is a theory in 
groups that if very little is going on, let the members sit that way until they get bored 
enough to go to work. I don’t have a lot of that in me, though. At the same time, I do 
think the leader can take too much responsibility, and I believe that’s a mistake. If a group 
decides to work, a group will come in one week and just work, work, work, and the 
leader will think, “That’s terrifi c!” If they work like that every week, we’re really going 
to get someplace. The next week, the group members go on vacation, and the leader may 
wonder if it’s the same group. Those kinds of groups are OK with me. 

  FALL :  Productive  is a loaded word. Group is a process that fl ows, so it is very diffi cult to take 
one session and assess it without the whole. I have experiences [with] unproductive 
groups (as a whole), but even those have moments of movement. I have often found that 
my defi nition of  productive  is very different from my group members.” I have also gotten 
great results from processing “bad” sessions. When I share my perceptions, I am amazed 
at the issues that emerge within the group. I actually look forward to slow parts of the 
process because it tends to act as a catalyst for the group. 

  LANDRETH : I have mixed reactions to that question because I have had some experiences 
where I went away from a session feeling, “This was a real bummer. Nothing happened,” 
only to come back the next week and someone comes in, sits down, and says, “Last week 
was the most terrifi c session we’ve had. I learned so much about myself.” I’ve had that 
happen many times, and I have concluded, for myself, that I can’t evaluate whether it 
was a productive session for anyone else. Maybe it wasn’t productive for me, but perhaps 
it was for someone else in the group. The reason I have mixed reactions is that there 
are typically some things that indicate the group is being productive. If there is sharing 
within the group, at a feeling level, and if individuals talk about themselves as opposed to 
activities, that does seem to be more productive. If the experience is one in which mem-
bers personally react to each other and give feedback, we know that can be productive. 
We also know there are other experiences that perhaps we are not wise enough to discern 
that can be productive—as in a silence. There is a lot of work that can go on within a 
silence, and people can experience that as being a very productive time. I may sit there 
and not learn anything about myself during the silence and thus evaluate it as not very 
productive, but for someone else it may be a very productive time. My inclination is to 
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try not to evaluate what is going on. And yet there is still a part of me that sometimes 
comes away from a group session saying, “This was a better session,” or, “This was a 
session that seemed to be productive,” or, “This was a session where we were struggling 
and I don’t think very much happened here.” So I still fi nd myself making those kinds of 
evaluations in spite of the fact that I have learned otherwise. 

  QUESTION: What special suggestions do you have for persons leading a group of people from 
multiracial backgrounds?  

  BERG : That is one thing I caution against for an inexperienced leader. Diversity groups can 
have tremendous potential benefi t but [are] not something recommended for a relatively 
inexperienced group leader. The group leader must fi rst have general group counseling 
experience and a good acquaintance with the culture from which the members come. 
Cultural and ethnic differences make an enormous difference interpersonally. 

  LANDRETH : One of the reasons for this caution is such a group can be so volatile emotionally 
because of the members’ lack of understanding of each other’s cultural background. The 
members’ own experiences may trigger some emotional reaction, and it’s because of that 
potential volatile expression that the leader must be experienced. 

  FALL : ASGW has done a very nice job of developing the “Principles for Diversity-Competent 
Group Workers.” This set of guidelines helps new and seasoned group workers explore 
some important aspects of leading groups in a pluralistic society. I enjoy considering how 
one’s culture impacts the group’s cohesion. Every group is a multicultural group, and 
each member’s uniqueness has an opportunity to help the group grow and learn, or it 
can be an obstacle to growth. Honoring differences has long been a hallmark of group 
work, and so I try to get these issues out in the open as soon as possible. 

  QUESTION: You briefl y talked about resistance. Can you talk a little more about it: what you 
do, how you recognize it?  

  BERG : Silence is one of the primary and direct ways a group will exhibit resistance. Other 
ways are to ignore the deeper level of transactions and stay on surface topics, not directly 
deal with each other, and a reluctance to disclose oneself. I have a feeling, when I’m see-
ing those behaviors, that there is something wrong with the way in which we have dealt 
with the issues of purpose, commitment, and boundaries in the initial stages of the group. 
There are different ways to commit oneself to a group, but unless those issues are dealt 
with pretty specifi cally in the initial stages, at some time the group is going to hit bumps 
in the road. When the leader senses resistance, one of the best interventions is that the 
leader shares his feeling and/or reaction with the group. The leader could say, “Look, 
we don’t seem to be doing what we agreed on initially. Let’s look at why we’re here, 
what it is we want to accomplish, and why it seems so hard for us as a group to trust one 
another.” This will open up those issues for reexamination. I have found that the most 
resistances are related to safety and trust concerns at some level—either vague or specifi c. 
This is always a topic for examination. 

  LANDRETH : Resistance is not necessarily a negative thing. It may mean that the group is expe-
riencing and exhibiting resistance because the members are aware that they are about to 
move into a deeper emotional period in the group. There may be some “getting ready” 
time that is necessary, and that time can be short-lived or long-lived depending on the 
group or how the leader reacts. So we don’t always view resistance as something negative. 
There are times when I have experienced a group doing what I call  working at not work-
ing , which is resistance. It appears on the surface that things are going great in the group. 
There may be a lot of interaction, a lot of talk, a lot of sharing. But the interaction is talk 
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about why the group is not doing what they would like to do, why they aren’t working, 
and what they need to do. Members go on and on and on about what the group needs 
to do, and everyone has a clear idea about what the group needs to do, but they continue 
to talk about what the group needs to do and why the group isn’t doing it. Sometimes, 
it helps for the leader to identify that. Perhaps the leader could say, “As I listen, it seems 
to me that, as a group, we are working real hard at not working.” Just mentioning that 
may be enough for the members to shift. I think sometimes groups get caught up in 
the process of analyzing the group’s behavior, or they get caught up in the topic of the 
moment, and even though it’s not what they really want to do, it’s as if they are going 
downhill, and they don’t know how to stop or aren’t aware they’re going downhill, and 
someone needs to say, “Hold it. Are you aware of what’s happening?” As Bob said, “Is 
this what you want to discuss or spend your time doing at the moment?” You have to 
be ready for an answer either way. If the leader opens that up and the group says, “Yes,” 
then what does the leader do? That may be a real test of the leader’s acceptance. The 
leader must allow the group to set their own direction and to struggle with the process 
of accomplishing what they want. 

 SUMMARY 

 Some of the signifi cant issues in group counseling have been dealt with in this chapter. A 
strong recommendation has been presented for the scheduling of some group counseling 
sessions more frequently than once a week. The issue of structuring has been discussed as a 
potential means for contributing to the development of interaction in groups. In all groups, 
some degree of structuring is present. Silences in group counseling are especially perplexing 
to inexperienced group facilitators, who often feel that something observable must be going 
on in the group at all times. We have presented silence as a natural and dynamic part of the 
interactional process in groups. Contracting for behavioral change has been presented as a 
possible procedure for enhancing group activity, productivity, and cohesiveness. 

 An edited protocol discussed some frequently asked questions concerning group process 
and possible problem areas. Specifi c answers focused on possible solutions and areas for 
consideration for the developing group counselor. 
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 PREAMBLE 

 The Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW) is committed to understanding how 
issues of multiculturalism and social justice affect all aspects of group work. This current 
document refl ects the updating and revision of a previous document entitled, “Principles for 
Diversity-Competent Group Workers,” which was endorsed by ASGW in 1998 and pub-
lished in the  Journal for Specialists in Group Work  in 1999. The current document uses the term 
“multiculturalism” to align with the most recent language used in multicultural counseling 
scholarship, which embraces a broader perspective of recognizing unique worldviews, appre-
ciating socio-cultural differences and facilitating the empowerment of individuals within a 
society. 

 In contrast, the word “diversity” refers typically to the different types of people in a group 
or society. The term “social justice” refers to the infl uences of both privilege and oppression 
that shape the well-being of individuals, groups, and communities. Multicultural and social 
justice concepts are often intricately linked; therefore, this document addresses both as they 
relate to group work. These intersections include (but are not limited to) the following 
domains: training group workers who seek competency on issues of multiculturalism and 
social justice in group work; conducting research that will add to the literature on group 
work with multicultural groups and social justice issues; understanding how multiculturalism 
and social justice affect group process and dynamics; assisting group facilitators in various 
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settings to increase their awareness, knowledge, and skills as related to facilitating task, psy-
choeducational, counseling, and psychotherapy groups with diverse members; and engaging 
in social justice change. 

 The current revised document adds several new dimensions to the earlier version of the 
diversity principles: 

 • Integration of multicultural and social justice competencies based on more recent 
literature 

 • Collapsing of awareness of group workers’ and group members’ worldviews into one 
subset, removal of attitudes and beliefs, knowledge and skills sections under each dimen-
sion to avoid repetition and incorporation of the concepts throughout 

 • Integration of  ASGW Best Practice Guidelines  (2008) and an expanded delineation of 
skills under the skills and strategies section 

 • Introduction of a Social Justice Advocacy principles section 
 • Provision of two examples on what a group worker who is seeking multicultural and 

social justice competence may “look like” or “be doing” 

 The present competencies also draw from the scholarship on multiculturalism and recent 
research (Ingene, 2011) examining the previous “Principles for Diversity-Competent Group 
Workers” (Haley-Banez et al., 1999) document. In addition, the recent scholarship on social 
justice, advocacy, and group work has been added. 

 ASGW has endorsed this document with the recognition that issues of multiculturalism 
and social justice affect group process and dynamics, group and individual outcomes, facilita-
tion, training, and research. Oppressive systems (e.g., racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, 
ableism, sizeism, nationalism, adultism, ageism) affect everyone in substantial and different 
ways. As individual members of this organization, it is our personal responsibility to address 
these issues through developing multicultural awareness, knowledge, and skills, and social 
justice advocacy skills. We are responsible for increasing our awareness of our biases, values, 
and beliefs, and how they impact the groups we form, facilitate, participate in, and evaluate. 
Finally, we must increase our ability to facilitate groups that are diverse on many dimensions, 
leading with confi dence, competence, and integrity as we assist group members in forming 
and maintaining relationships that emphasize respect. 

 DEFINITIONS 

 Multicultural: The belief systems and typical daily activities of people from various diverse 
groups, and denotes that attending to the needs and values of these diverse groups ensures a 
more vibrant, dynamic, and empowered society overall. Examples of multicultural identities 
include (but are not limited to): gender identity and expression, race/ethnicity, sexual orienta-
tion, religious/spiritual traditions, ability status, migration status, age, and social class. 

 Social justice: The awareness of how social locations of social privilege and oppression 
infl uence group work process and dynamics, but also identifying ways to take action related 
to these social locations and the various social justice issues group members and workers 
experience (Singh & Salazar, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c). 

 Social Privilege: The power and advantage a dominant group is granted, entitled to, or 
born into that provides those individuals in the dominant group with the ability to sanc-
tion and/or have immunity based on the identities of gender identity and expression, race/



MULTICULTURAL, SOCIAL JUSTICE COMPETENCE 231

ethnicity, sexual orientation, religious/spiritual traditions, ability status, migration status, age, 
and social class amongst others (Black & Stone, 2005) 

 Oppression: The systemic, limited access to resources for an individual, group, or com-
munity due to multi-systems prejudice and discrimination (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
classism, ableism, adultism, ageism). 

 Taking action: A central focus of social justice competency, both multicultural and social 
justice competency are ongoing processes of self-refl ection, learning, and action. Because 
issues of privilege, power and exploitation are so insidious in the various systems of oppres-
sion that exist (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism), group workers must take the 
time to identify specifi c ways in which privilege and oppression statuses and oppressive 
systems work. 

 When group workers seeking multicultural and social justice advocacy competence iden-
tify issues of privilege and oppression and oppressive systems operating within themselves 
(i.e., internalized oppression) and their group settings, they should: embrace their role as a 
social change agent; develop the skills to move towards making specifi c changes based on 
their knowledge and roles; develop ability to take action and make changes to group work 
practice, research, training, and advocacy; and identify issues of privilege and oppression that 
infl uence group workers and group members. 

 Group workers strive to develop competence in both multiculturalism and social justice 
advocacy during and after counselor training. Yet, group workers will encounter situations 
where they must seek to build multicultural competence prior to engaging in social justice 
change or vice versa (Singh & Salazar, 2010c). Group workers should also be aware of the 
ACA–endorsed Advocacy Competencies (Lewis et al., 2003), which provides a framework 
when considering, planning, or engaging in social justice action. The current principles are 
intended to guide group workers in the ongoing development of multicultural and social 
justice competence. 

 The multicultural and social justice competence principles for group workers are described 
under the three following domains: (I) Awareness of Self and Group Members, (II) Strategies 
and Skills (Group Worker Planning, Group Worker Performing and Processing), and 

 (III) Social Justice Advocacy. 

 THE PRINCIPLES 

  I. Awareness of Self and Group Members: As group workers move towards 
multicultural and social justice advocacy competence they will:  
 1. Demonstrate movement to being increasingly aware of and sensitive to their own 

multicultural identity and how their race, ethnicity, socio-economic class, age, gender 
identity and expression, sexual orientation, religion, and spirituality, are impacted by 
their own experiences and histories. 

 2. Demonstrate movement towards being increasingly aware of and sensitive to the 
multiple dimensions of the multicultural and multi-layered identities of group 
members. 

 3. Demonstrate an awareness of different connecting and communicating styles. Group 
workers recognize different communication styles related to the various nuances of 
one’s cultural worldviews. They are aware of how myths, stereotypes, and assump-
tions learned by living in a society that bases one’s cultural identity on excluding and 
devaluing others, impacts group dynamics. 
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 4. Seek to understand the extent to which general group leadership skills and func-
tions may be appropriate or inappropriate for group work facilitation with multi-
cultural group members. 

 5. Recognize obstacles that group members encounter based on lack of opportunities 
and systems of oppression (e.g., sexism, classism, heterosexism) and gain awareness 
of how to integrate an advocacy focus into group learning to address these barriers. 

 6. Increase awareness and deeper level of understanding through educational, consulta-
tive, training and cultural immersion experiences in order to become more fl uent 
with culturally-based practices. 

  II. Strategies and Skills: As group workers move towards multicultural and 
social justice advocacy competence they will incorporate the ASGW Best 
Practice Principles of Planning Performing and Processing.  
   a)     Group Worker Planning :  Planning involves a range of logistical tasks such as 

identifying group needs, goals, determining type of group to be implemented, 
selecting group leadership and membership, pre-screening and preparing group 
members, and determining techniques, leadership styles and resources needed to 
conduct a group. Group workers demonstrating multicultural and social justice 
competence in group planning will: 
  1. Develop multiple ways to demonstrate respect for group members’ multicultural 

worldviews, which affect psychosocial functioning and expressions of distress. 
  2. Develop their skills, through language development or familiarity with inter-

preter use, to actively value bilingualism and sign language and to not view 
another language as an impediment to group work. 

  3. Seek to possess specifi c knowledge and information about the life experiences, 
cultural heritage, and sociopolitical background of group members who have 
been displaced as a result of trauma, violence, and/or other overt forms of 
oppression with whom they are working. 

  4. Exhibit understanding of how race, ethnicity, culture, gender, sexual identity, 
different abilities, age, socioeconomic status, other shared cultural experiences 
and other immutable personal characteristics may affect personality formation, 
vocational choices, manifestation of psychological disorders, physical “disease” 
or somatic symptoms, help-seeking behavior(s), and the appropriateness or inap-
propriateness of the various types of and theoretical approaches to group work. 

  5. Model relationship skills essential for connecting with and creating connections 
between multicultural group members while planning, performing, and pro-
cessing groups. 

  6. Recognize and be aware of group needs and goals, determine type of multicul-
tural and social justice variables as they conduct assessments, identify appropriate 
groups to be implemented, select group leader(s) and members, pre-screen and 
prepare members, and determine the techniques, leadership styles and resources 
needed to conduct a group. 

  7. Partner with target populations and collaboratively decide on the setting, time, 
structure, and format of the group that best fi ts the cultural context of group 
members. 

  8. Determine if the most appropriate group should be a culture-specifi c (a group 
of people who share common experiences as a result of their diversity), an 
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intercultural learning (designed to promote greater understanding across cul-
tural groups to increase cultural knowledge and improve relationships among 
diverse groups of people), or other-content focused group (groups focused on 
other issues but give consideration to the diversity of group members and related 
group dynamics). 

  (Merchant, 2006, 2009) 

  9. Address differences in communication styles across cultural groups, and negoti-
ate differences or cultural confl icts when they emerge. 

 10. Use culturally grounded frameworks and techniques that provide the best fi t for 
group members’ cultural context. 

 11. Be willing to adopt different roles, such as teacher, mentor, ally or advocate, 
and to serve as role models in helping members navigate personal and systemic 
change. 

 12. Identify cultural nuances in the group even if the focus of the group is not on 
multicultural issues. 

 13. Articulate and consider the impact of multicultural elements on the group 
dynamics such as cultural conceptions of time and differences in communica-
tion styles due to high context (primarily non-verbal) and low context (primar-
ily verbal) communication. 

 14. Use culturally appropriate pre-group screening mechanisms. Group members 
should be carefully selected based on type, focus, and purpose of the multicul-
tural group. 

 15. Determine if group membership needs to be expanded or altered to allow for a 
greater level of connection and support for group members who are isolated in 
the group due to one or more dimensions of multicultural identity or experi-
ence. Group workers ensure that a framework exists for members to feel sup-
ported for their diversity in the group members. 

 16. Be able to refer clients from diverse backgrounds to culturally appropriate 
groups and group work providers as necessary. 

   b)     Group Worker Performing and Processing:  Performing  is the adaptive imple-
mentation of the plan using ethical and appropriate group interventions and tech-
niques (Thomas & Pender, 2008).  Processing  includes “assessing progress on group 
and member goals, leader behaviors and techniques, group dynamics and interven-
tions” (p. 117). Due to some overlap between Planning and Processing, the leader-
ship skills related to these functions, are discussed under one heading. Group workers 
demonstrating multicultural and social justice competence in group performing and 
processing will: 
 1. Establish group norms to accept, value, and respect cultural differences. The 

group leader needs to be intentional about such norming very early in the group 
to allow for open discussion of dynamics related to cultural issues. 

 2. Attend to differences in acculturation levels, racial/ethnic and cultural identity, 
and multiple identities of group members related to gender, age, sexual orienta-
tion, disability, immigration status, social class, education level, geographical loca-
tion, etc. 
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 3. Attend to the intra-cultural differences and individuality of members within these 
groups to avoid stereotyping and labeling. 

 4. Demonstrate just and fair leadership. Group leaders may experience alliances with 
group members who have similar political beliefs or cultural values and may 
exhibit negative feelings or distancing behaviors towards group members who do 
not share their beliefs. Group leaders need to be aware of such alliances, identify 
the impact on their facilitation, and actively work towards inclusion of multiple 
perspectives and free expression among group members. 

 5. Address overt and covert cultural confl icts in group. Group leaders may avoid 
and/or ignore cultural confl icts due to “political correctness,” fear of offending 
members, or their own discomfort with addressing diversity issues. Such avoid-
ance will only serve to intensify group confl ict and is detrimental to constructive 
group process. Group leaders need to address underlying cultural confl icts when 
appropriate and model ways to constructively address the issues. 

 6. Respond to language needs. Accommodations need to be made to best meet the 
language needs of group members. Group leaders who are bi- or multilingual 
may have the ability to more easily respond to needs of members who speak 
similar languages. Interpreters may be used; however, leaders need to attend to 
the unique dynamics that are likely to occur due to their presence and the act of 
interpretation in a group setting. Leaders need to work with the interpreters and 
group members to determine what would cause the least disruption to the group 
process. When appropriate, group leaders need to check with interpreters on 
impact of group dynamics on them and debrief as needed. 

 7. Incorporate traditional and spiritual healing or seek consultation when appropri-
ate. Group members who fi nd solace in culturally-based therapeutic techniques 
may respond to the use of traditional healing methods that engage the mind-
body-spirit connection. Group leaders who are not immersed in the cultural 
context and/or very familiar with the healing techniques can consult or invite 
spiritual or cultural leaders to the group to more appropriately incorporate those 
methods. 

 8. Use culturally grounded frameworks and techniques as appropriate (e.g., use of 
storytelling, poetry, music, food, and other culturally and spiritually based prac-
tices). When utilizing Western approaches, use techniques and frameworks that 
best fi t the group members’ cultural context or adapt the approach. 

 9. Use culturally-appropriate assessment and evaluation tools where the benefi ts of 
quantitative, qualitative, or mixed method data collection is carefully considered. 
Because marginalized groups have often experienced exploitation and/or over-
analysis of their groups by practitioners and/or researchers, assessment should 
be used with sensitivity. Research and evaluation fi ndings should be shared with 
participants and used in a way that empowers and benefi ts members and their 
community groups, as well as assists in reducing/eradicating barriers imposed by 
those in positions of power. 

  III.  Social Justice Advocacy: As group workers move toward social justice 
advocacy competence they will:  

  1. Discuss why social justice and advocacy issues are important within a group setting 
and how these issues infl uence the practice of group work. 
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  2. Develop awareness of the various opportunities for activism and community orga-
nizing occurring in local, state, national, and international settings and are able to 
identify potential ways to provide group worker expertise. 

  3. Participate in a consciousness-raising group related to issues of social justice. 
  4. Volunteer group worker skills to an activist and/or community-organizing group 

or initiative. 
  5. Use technology for activism and community-organizing related to group work 

and increasing equity through resources and access to group work. 
  6. Address the following four elements while providing group work services: (a) Equity 

with focus on involvement in culture centered approach; (b) Access, with focus on 
understanding identity construction based on differences and defi ciency model; 
(c) Participation, with focus on mutuality and authenticity; (d)  Wellness, with focus 
on a culturally defi ned state of being in which mind, body, and spirit are integrated 
in a way that enables a person to live a fulfi lled life. 

  7. Become familiar with how local, state, national, and international policies may 
infl uence group workers and group members. 

  8. Know the various community and government advocacy services and organiza-
tions available to group workers and group members. 

  9. Initiate discussions and training opportunities to identify how personal statuses 
of privilege and oppression and oppressive systems infl uence group workers’ and 
group members’ lives and make changes related to the group work planning and 
facilitation process and types of groups offered based on this information. 

 10. Develop their facility with and engage in writing letters to community and gov-
ernment leaders advocating to increase resources that provide equity for potential 
group members. 

 11. Directly address issues of personal statuses of privilege and oppression and oppres-
sive systems that arise in group worker facilitation. 

 12. Serve as an advocate and exercise institutional intervention skills. The group leader 
needs to be prepared to intervene at an institutional level when working with 
culturally diverse groups. This can take various forms ranging from applying for 
funding to recruit more diverse membership or to provide amenities such as food, 
child care, and transportation; working with management and administration in 
institutionalizing diversity efforts in the organization; or acting as an advocate on 
behalf of a member who is experiencing discrimination. Issues such as these may 
surface in any type of diversity group. 

 13. Expand the concept of “client” to include systems and communities when exam-
ining change. 

 CASE EXAMPLES 

 The Group Worker Who Seeks Multicultural and 
Social Justice Competence 

 In order to provide a snapshot into what multicultural and social justice competence 
“looks like” in practice, we share the following case example to illustrate the current 
competencies: 
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 CASE STUDY 1 

 Jason is a White man who graduated from his counselor training program in 1991. Since he 
graduated, the ACA endorsed Multicultural and Advocacy Competencies and he has sought 
further training at professional conferences and in continuing education specifi cally on issues 
of multicultural groups and social justice (Awareness 1, 2). Therefore, Jason has actively 
refl ected on and raised his own awareness with regard to the social privilege he has as a White, 
Christian, and heterosexual man, and U.S. citizen—in addition to learning how the oppres-
sive experiences he had related to growing up in a poor and rural environment (Awareness 
1, 2). For instance, after seeking post-master’s training in LGBTQ continuing education, he 
now defi nes his gender identity as cisgender and has cisgender privilege. Cisgender is a term 
that denotes the privilege that he has because the sex he was assigned at birth (male) is in 
alignment with his gender identity (man) and expression (masculine), unlike transgender 
people whose societal sex assignment may not align with their gender identity and expression 
(Awareness 1, 2). 

 Jason uses his self-awareness of his various identities of both privilege and oppression to gain 
knowledge and skills with groups that are different from his own upbringing and consistently 
seeks to be aware of how his own identities infl uence his values in similar and different ways 
than the group members in the various groups he facilitates (Awareness 3, 4). For instance, 
he is currently leading a group in a high school setting designed to increase the preparedness 
of students of color to apply for colleges and universities. In his leadership of this group, 
Jason actively refl ects and/or shares as appropriate for group members’ processes about his 
own ethnic/racial identity and how these identities shape his leadership (Awareness 4). Jason 
refl ects in an ongoing way on the ways his identities as a White man with numerous social 
privileges may impact how he structures the group and the materials he uses within the group 
(Awareness 5). In addition, Jason leads groups in a recovery center and works with a diverse 
client base (Awareness 3, 4). Therefore, Jason actively seeks knowledge of the various social 
justice issues his group members face (e.g., poverty, racism, sexism, etc.) and carefully considers 
how these issues infl uence group processes and dynamics (Awareness 5, 6). Jason also works 
with others in his work environment to ensure his agency collaborates with organizations that 
may help the clients he works with access important resources (e.g., education, healthcare, etc.) 
and seeks to take action (e.g., writing an editorial on the connection between poverty and 
addiction, lobbying his legislative representatives on healthcare) on various social justice issues 
the clients with whom he works face (Social Justice Advocacy 2, 6, 10, 11, 12). 

 CASE STUDY 2 

 Jorlan is a group leader who comes from a multiracial family and working-class background. 
Her mother is an immigrant from Haiti and her father is an African American, raised in a 
conservative family that has lived for generations in a rural area of a Southern state. Being 
part of a community, having a strong work ethic, as well as partaking in family and religious 
life, has been very important to Jorlan and her family. Jorlan enjoyed helping others since 
she was a child and decided to become a counselor who specializes in group work as she 
has been intrigued by group dynamics that promote healing. She wanted to make sure that 
she understands how general group leader skills and functions can be applied to group work 
facilitation with multicultural group members. Therefore, Jorlan decided to seek knowledge 
and information about life experiences of individuals who are different from her. Gaining 
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specifi c knowledge and information helped her gain awareness of strategies and skills essential 
for competent group work practice (Strategies and Skills A1, A3). 

 For example, Jorlan was asked to prepare a plan and facilitate a counseling group for 
individuals dealing with losses. Jorlan recognized that there are some universal themes individuals 
across cultures experience. At the same time, she recognized that culture infl uences how one 
approaches life events. Jorlan became more aware and sensitive of the multicultural identities 
of group members as they shared their different experiences with losses (Awareness 2). During 
one of the group sessions, a group member, Mary, disclosed sadness and grief as her partner died. 
Mary was in love and in a relationship with a woman. She did not have family support and her 
place of worship did not approve of her sexual orientation. Mary is an immigrant from a South 
American country and her partner was a woman from the New England area with Protestant 
relatives who with pride traced their roots back to England. Mary felt discouraged, experienced 
shame, and at times started to question her worthiness. She was angry and hurt as she had no 
legal protection. She was unable to make funeral arrangements for her partner as legally she was 
not viewed as a partner. Her partner’s family chose to have a private funeral from which she was 
excluded. 

 Jorlan understood that as a group leader she needed to adopt different roles such as an 
ally and an advocate in order to help Mary navigate personal and systemic change (Strategies 
and Skills A11). Jorlan learned and shared with the group members information relevant to 
advocacy services for the lesbian and gay community (Awareness 5; Social Justice Advocacy 8). 
In addition, Jorlan invited Mary to share with the group rituals conducive to healing that 
are important to Mary (Strategies and Skills, B8). Mary was able to experience acceptance, 
worthiness, and connection to group members who in turn, through mutual empathy, were 
able to support each other’s journey of healing. Jorlan focused on inviting group members 
to share their stories so that their voices could be heard and she emphasized linking group 
members’ experiences in order to foster universality and instillation of hope (Strategies and 
Skills A5). 

 Mary shared the process of altar making as a healing ritual in her cultural context. The pro-
cess of altar creating served as an intervention conducive to coping with grieving by maintaining 
a relationship with the deceased, consistent with the collectivistic cultures (Strategies and 
Skills, B7). In the process, Mary modeled respect for group members’ worldviews and effectively 
addressed issues raised by group members in a cultural context (Awareness 3, 4; Strategies and 
Skills A1, A10). 

 CONCLUSION 

 This document is the “starting point” for group workers as we become increasingly 
aware, knowledgeable, and skillful in facilitating groups whose memberships represent 
the diversity of our society and where group workers are conscious of and take action on 
issues of social justice. It is not intended to be a “how to” document. It is written as a 
call to action and/or guideline and represents ASGW’s commitment to moving forward 
with an agenda for addressing and understanding the needs of the populations we serve. 
The current principles comprise a “living document.” The Association for Specialists in 
Group Work acknowledges the changing world in which we live and work and there-
fore recognizes that this is the fi rst step in working with diverse group members with 
competence, compassion, respect, and integrity—while becoming social justice agents for 
positive change in our world. 
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 As our awareness, knowledge, skills, and ability to make positive social justice change 
develop, so too will this document evolve. As our knowledge as a profession grows in this 
area and as the sociopolitical context in which this document was written changes, new 
editions of these  Group Worker Principles for Multicultural and Social Justice Competency  will 
arise. We encourage future theory, research, practice, and advocacy to operationalize social 
justice and group work practices related to this document. For instance, future studies should 
investigate how the multicultural and social justice competencies are being used as part of the 
group training curriculum in graduate programs. What proportion of ASGW group work-
ers actually incorporate the multicultural and social justice principles in their teaching and 
training of future group workers? What are the reasons if the principles are not being used 
in the group training process? Are practitioners in the fi eld aware of the principles, and if so, 
to what extent are they being implemented in their settings? The operationalization of this 
document will begin to defi ne appropriate group leadership skills and interventions as well as 
make recommendations for research in understanding how multicultural awareness and social 
justice change in group membership affects group process and dynamics. 
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   * Authors’ Note :  Merchant, Skuydrzyk, and Ingene share second authorship of this docu-
ment. Also, in order to simplify the readability of the principles and case study, not all cita-
tions in the reference list are included in the text. However, the reference list represents the 
resources we drew from in writing the current document as the base of multicultural and 
social justice scholarship upon which we grounded the current principles. In addition, the 
authors integrated several methods of review into the development of the current document 
that invited feedback from group workers across specialty areas. The steps of the writing and 
review process were: 

 (1) conducted literature review in order to identify essential principles for competent 
group work practice with regard to multiculturalism and social justice; (2) received three 
rounds of feedback from two consultants with expertise in multicultural and social justice 
group work and the ASGW Executive Board; (3) posted a draft of the current document 
on the ASGW website and invitations to review the document were emailed to email 
listservs of ACA divisions (e.g., ASGW, CSJ, ALGBTIC, ACES); (4) presented two profes-
sional presentations (ASGW and ACA 2012 conferences) where attendee feedback was 
invited and integrated into the present document; and (5) presented the fi nal draft to the 
ASGW Executive Board for approval, which was granted during the ACA 2012 ASGW 
Executive Board Meeting held in San Francisco, CA. 
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