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Preface

This book is intended as an introductory text on group work in social welfare
settings. As such its purpose is to help the reader to understand how to select
members for groups, facilitate the development of groups through beginning,
middle, and ending phases, and evaluate with the members the impact of the
group experience. Groups are used for many different reasons in such settings and
no one book can convey the range of approaches required for all of these. We,
therefore, focus much of our attention on groups established to enhance the
functioning of individual members. However, a broad, rather than a narrow,
conception of enhancing functioning is intended, so as not to preclude this book’s
application to work with a variety of groups. Interest groups, committees,
educational groups, and representative groups can all have this as a major thrust.
In our last chapter we focus on task groups, such as committees. We have, con-
sequently, included content that is applicable to all of these situations.

The selection of content for this book has also been guided by several of the
author’s convictions. First, the actions of the group worker should be to help the
group and its members attain mutually agreed on goals. The first major task of the
worker and the members is to determine such goals and then to guide subsequent
events by these goals or to revise them accordingly. This premise leads to the
second proposition that movement toward goals should be monitored and that the
worker and the group should acquire the means to do this. Third, the worker’s
actions should be based on an understanding of research and theory from the
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xvi  Preface

social sciences, and throughout this book we have included content on monitoring
changes and on relevant social science material. Fourth, we believe that social
workers with groups should use any effective means that are consistent with social
work values and purposes. We, therefore, have incorporated many ideas from
other disciplines and professions.

An important approach taken in this book is that learning requires an expe-
riential element that includes carefully structured observations. To assist with this,
many chapters conclude with a structured exercise or an observational guide.
Throughout the book, we present many practice illustrations; the chapters in Part
Three are devoted to applications of group methods in groups formed for dif-
ferent purposes; in addition, each contains detailed practice examples.

While extensive discussions of concepts are presented later, it should be
noted that the author utilizes many systemic notions. Thus the idea of the worker
as a mediator among members, between members, and the group-as-a-whole, and
between the group and external institutions is a view that is maintained through-
out the book. Also relevant is a group dynamics approach that views group
changes in terms of interactions of forces within as well as outside of the group.
Finally, we hold a sociobehavioral view that individual behavior is a consequence
of social forces and interactions. Cognitive factors are not overlooked, however,
as the author is committed to an approach in which group members determine
their own destinies by being guided to awareness of group forces as they affect
individual behavior.

The organizing principles of the book are twofold: first, a group develop-
mental approach is taken that views worker and member tasks as occurring
differently at each stage of group development. Second, a ‘‘functional’’ approach
is taken that sees group development as affected by group purposes and agency
functions. For this reason, a typology of such purposes is presented early in the
book and forms the major basis for the final chapters.

The book is divided into three parts: Part One is devoted to background
material that will help the reader to understand the historical as well as current
forces from which contemporary approaches to group work emerged. Part Two
presents the group phenomena that occur at different phases of the development
of the group and the tasks of workers and members in these phases. These include
actions prior to the first group meeting, during the ‘‘formation’ period, the
subsequent sessions when members and workers act to attain member goals, and
the termination of the group. The chapters on the worker’s actions are divided
into those devoted to changing group, individual, and environmental situations.
In a separate chapter ways of evaluating these efforts are presented.

Part Three presents the ways group services differ when purposes differ.
The chapters in this part utilize the frameworks developed earlier in the book asa
way of presenting variations in group development as related to group purpose.
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Contemporary
Group Work:
An Overview

Group work, as a social work method, has evolved and changed in the half
century since its origin. These changes are the result of altered circumstances,
increased knowledge, and an expansion in the number and variety of practice
settings. A consensus has developed during this period as to what constitutes
social work with groups although different practice models have been created and
coexist within this broad consensus.

In the first two chapters of this book we shall provide information on the
history of group practice so that the reader might gain a better understanding of
the ideas that unify, as well as divide, practitioners of this social-work method.
This chapter will present our approach to group work and how it relates to other
workers, from both inside and outside the field of social work.

In a recent article, Middleman and Goldberg describe the essential elements
of social work with groups.! They state that the first element is that the worker
““must focus on helping members to become a system of mutual aid.”’ The main
source of help for each member in the group is seen as coming from other
members, individually and collectively. A major task of the social worker,
consequently, is to assist members to understand this and to work to create a
group where mutual aid can and does occur. The specific techniques used by the
worker to contribute to this task will be described throughout the book.

'Ruth Middleman and Gale Goldberg, ‘‘Social Group Work,"’ in Encyclopedia of Social
Work (New York: National Association of Social Workers, forthcoming).
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The second element of social work with groups is that the worker under-
stands and makes use of group processes and helps the members to do the same.
We shall have much more to say about group process later in the book. At this
point, the reader should understand that we are speaking of the unfolding of
events in the group as members solve problems together, express feelings to and
toward each other, evolve a pattern of relationships, and influence each other.
Group processes can be very powerful forces for the members and may or may not
be beneficial in helping members attain their goals. The tasks of the worker are to
support processes that are beneficial, to diminish those that are not, and to help
members of the group to do the same.

The third element cited by Middleman and Goldberg is that the worker
strives to enhance the ability of the members to function more and more auto-
nomously as individuals and as a group. They view the worker to be easing him
or herself “‘out of a job.”” To function autonomously may be feasible in some
situations as when groups continue wholly on a *“self-help’’ basis; in other situa-
tions this may not be possible, at least in the short run during the “‘life”’ of the
group.

Middleman and Goldberg cite a fourth element which they describe as
helping the members to ‘‘re-experience their groupness at the point of termina-
tion.’’ We view this as part of the third element in that all of life’s experiences have
beginnings, middles, and endings and members are helped to understand and to
cope with this when they become conscious of the unfolding of these phases of the
group. We believe, therefore, that members should be helped, as much as
possible, to understand their group experience as a means of dealing with the
many other group experiences they have faced and will face in their lives.

THE ORGANIZATIONAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL
APPROACH

Our practice model was developed from the model generated by Vinter and his
colleagues at the University of Michigan.? This extension of the ideas of Vinter
and others was originally described by Glasser and Garvin, who sought to
develop principles to guide effective practice in the broad variety of social
welfare agencies that now sponsor group services.? Their model, termed ‘‘an
organizational and environmental approach,’’ incorporates a diversity of prac-
tice procedures by declaring that the purpose or purposes for which the group is
established determines the way the members will respond to their group
experience and the way the worker will work with the group.

*Martin Sundel, Paul H. Glasser, Rosemary Sarri, and Robert Vinter, eds., Individual
Change Through Small Groups, 2nd ed. (New York: Free Press, 1985).

*Paul J. Glasser and Charles D. Garvin, ‘‘An Organizational Model,”’ in Theories of Social
Work with Groups, eds., Robert W. Roberts and Helen Northen (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1976), pp. 75-115.



