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SECTION D

Processing

Both group members and leaders

learn from experience, but they learn
more powerfully from the meaning they
derive from their group experience
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Preface

How do members and leaders learn from groups? What a deceptively
straightforward question! Of course, one of the fascinating characteris-
tics of humans is that we learn in many ways and in many contexts. Margo
can learn from simply considering her situation and revising how she will
approach things. Luke may learn by carefully observing how others around
him and in his group act and change. A way that helps Tamra change is
direct instruction, consistent with a psychoeducational approach to learning
and group work and with the widespread use of cognitive-behavioral inter-
ventions. Of course, these and other learning mechanisms require training to
apply them skillfully and maximize their impact for use by professional
mental health workers.

The focus of this book, however, is on the creation of a powerful social
learning climate within treatment groups, within which multiple layers of
interaction become pathways for members to learn from self-reflection, their
interaction with other members, and the positions they hold in the group
itself. If leaders have developed the skills to establish such a working group,
they can apply processing strategies to help members identify, explore, and
revise undesired thoughts, feelings, and behavior, and then apply the new
learning in their everyday lives. Helping members reflect on themselves, their
relationships and interactions with other members, and the way their consis-
tent patterns of behavior affect and are affected by the group itself to exam-
ine the meaning of these influences is the primary intervention of leaders of
interpersonally oriented groups. To use meaning attribution most effectively
to aid in the reflection process, leaders must have a thorough understanding
of the group dynamic processes underlying the behavior of members, and
they need to engage in reflection on the group processes between group
meetings to understand clearly and apply accurately the meaning they accrue
from this reflection.

The first three chapters of this book provide a foundation of theoretical
support and research and evidence-based support for leader and member
learning in groups. The fourth chapter describes the major elements of the
interpersonal group culture and the process of processing. Examples are
provided to bring the concepts alive for the reader, and the chapter concludes

xi
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with a brief summary. A brief discussion of the use of processing in work/
task groups is included near the end of Chapter 4. Chapter 5 presents case
examples of a leader facilitating member processing in a group and of the
leader engaging in between-meeting processing to aid herself in the process
of conceptualizing members, their interactions, and group functioning, and
to use this understanding to plan effective facilitative processing in subse-
quent group sessions. The final chapter provides recommendations of
activities that can facilitate leader learning and increase processing skills.
Many readers may wish to read the book from the first through the last
chapter. Others with an understanding of the conceptual and research sup-
port for group work may wish to move directly to the fourth and fifth chap-
ters to focus on the foundation of group dynamics and application of
processing skills. We invite you to immerse yourself in the rich content of this
book in whatever manner best suits your needs.

We are passionate about the value of including processing as a major
component of group work, consistent with the foundational assumptions of
the Association for Specialists in Group Work and the American Group
Psychotherapy Association. We hope that this book provides you with a
basic introduction to or meaningful review of the processing approach. The
benefits are great for members of groups whose leaders successfully apply a
processing model to maximize member learning,.
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Introduction

he use of groups to provide prevention, psychoeducation, and counseling

and therapy to enhance human experience has developed from a practice
modality viewed as minimally potent by the majority of mainstream mental
health providers a half century ago to a modality viewed as “exploding”
(Conyne, Wilson, & Ward, 1997, p. vii) near the end of the century—and its
use continues to increase. Some of this rapid expansion has been driven by
the impact of economic forces on health care, but equally influential have
been the rapid development of effective group theory and practice as well as
demonstration of evidence for the efficacy of the group modality through
research (e.g., Burlingame, Fuhriman, & Mosier, 2003; Burlingame,
MacKenzie, & Strauss, 2004; Burlingame, McClendon, & Alonso, 2011;
Kosters, Burlingame, Nachtigall, & Strauss, 2006) and consensus clinical
wisdom (American Group Psychotherapy Association, 2007; Thomas &
Pender, 2008). It should not be surprising that the use of groups has become
ubiquitous for a variety of tasks (Ward & Litchy, 2004). Forsyth (2010)
stated, “The tendency to join with others in groups is perhaps the single most
important characteristic of humans, and the processes that unfold within
these groups leave an indelible imprint on their members and on society”
(p. 1).

The American Association for Specialists in Group Work’s Best Practice
Guidelines (Thomas & Pender, 2008) conceptualizes the delivery of effective
group work as consisting of three major steps: planning, performing, and
processing. The processing step in the model is central and twofold. On the
one hand, group leaders should help members examine themselves; their
interpersonal interactions; and whole-group issues, norms, and themes as
they relate to them inside the group and to their lives outside of the group.
Leaders should also continually examine and extract meaning from their
perceptions of member, member-member, and whole-group activity to
understand the needs of the members and the group. This represents reflec-
tive practice, seen as the essential activity in effective and meaningful inter-
personally oriented group work (Conyne, 1997; Rapin & Conyne, 2006). As
a result, leaders should then be able to use this understanding to intervene
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effectively in the group and to plan for effective future performance. For
group members, processing involves engaging in and reflecting on their
in-group experiences and how they relate to their everyday experiences
(Ward, in press; Ward & Litchy, 2004). They then may use the new meanings
they extract to consider and initiate change in their thoughts, feelings, and/
or behavior.

A wide range of group applications are in current use, from individual
work in a group setting to the establishment and implementation of a com-
plex interactive group culture in which member-member and whole-group
interactions are added to leader-member influences to facilitate exploration,
learning, and change. This book emphasizes the powerful and fascinating use
of processing in interpersonal groups to maximize productivity, learning,
and change. Some of the myriad ways leaders process information privately
or in collaboration with coleaders or supervisors, and how members engage
in and reflect on personal processing—often with the help of the leader and,
in some cases, in mutual collaboration with other group members—will be
described. Although some of this activity originated in individual theories
and approaches to counseling and therapy, an interpersonal model provides
the potential for leaders to facilitate the development and application of
multiple sources of change through interpersonal learning in a social con-
text. Since extensive attention is directed at teaching processing at the indi-
vidual level in most mental health practitioner training programs, more
attention will be given here to leader processing of interpersonal or member—
member interaction and group-as-a-whole interaction, although the focus
will also be directed at member individual, intrapersonal processing resulting
from member-member and group interaction. As explained in the American
Group Psychotherapy Association’s (2007) Practice Guidelines for Group
Psychotherapy,

Elucidation of group process serves a critical function in group psycho-
therapy. It contributes centrally to both the successful development of
the group itself as a viable and therapeutic social system in which
interpersonal interaction occurs and to the individual learning about
self in relation to others. These are the mechanisms through which
therapeutic change occurs. (p. 36)

Working to develop meaningful relationships and a group climate condu-
cive to member engagement, examination, processing, and change is increas-
ingly recognized and applied to some extent in most types of group work
today. The practice guidelines continue:

There is a growing appreciation of the importance of understanding
these overt or covert group processes so that the therapist may modu-
late anti-therapeutic forces and enhance positive ones (Lieberman,
Yalom, & Miles, 1973; Ward & Litchy, 2004). This is relevant even in
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those settings where the explicit examination of group process is not
considered part of the usual therapeutic work (such as CBT (Bieling,
McCabe, & Antony, 2006) and psychoeducational (Ettin, 1992)
groups). (American Group Psychotherapy Association, 2007, p. 36)

What are some of the major influences that have led to the current under-
standing of the value of process-oriented groups, with multilevel processing
as the focal point of group work?

Some of the theories developed to conduct therapy with individual clients,
such as psychoanalytic, rational emotive behavior therapy, reality therapy,
Gestalt therapy, and especially cognitive behavioral therapy (see Corey,
2012, for summaries of major theories that have also been applied to group
work) were often adapted to perform essentially individual counseling and
therapy in a group setting and did not make extensive use of the powerful
interpersonal and group-level mechanisms available to foster individual
learning in groups (Ward, 1982). This was typical of applications of counsel-
ing theories that had been originally developed for individual counseling and
were implemented in group work (see Ward, 1982). A number of these theo-
ries have been expanded in recent years to include attention to the interper-
sonal and group levels of group activity to increase group productivity and
member learning. Contemporary group practice may maintain this focus on
individual thoughts, feelings, and behavior through the use of these indi-
vidual theories and techniques. However, many have included work at the
interpersonal and group levels to tap those powerful sources of group learn-
ing to maximize member outcome.

As a founder of the interpersonal school, Sullivan’s (1940, 1953) work
has had a strong influence on increasingly interpersonal and group-level
processing models of group work, as reflected in the interpersonal group
therapy model of Yalom (1970, 1975, 1985, 1995, 2005). Sullivan theorized
that individuals seek to form secure attachments in childhood, especially
with parents, and then act in ways that help them feel accepted by and con-
nected to others. When secure attachment is not achieved, the individual
often compensates by misinterpreting the meaning of others’ behavior. As
Brabender (2011) stated,

The interpersonal view of personality is highly compatible with group
psychotherapy, because this modality provides a venue wherein para-
taxic distortions can be corrected by the individual’s access to the
observations of group members. Members in the group have the
opportunity to obtain feedback on others’ perceptions of their behav-
iors, and the reactions members have to those behaviors. . . . This idea
that the learning a member achieves with the group is transferable
outside involves another concept critical to interpersonal theory, the
group as a microcosm (or little world). From an interpersonal perspec-
tive, individuals manifest their interpersonal style wherever they
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go. . . . Inevitably within the group, those behaviors that create difficul-
ties for members in their everyday lives will appear and evoke
responses characteristic of those reactions of others outside of the
group. (p. 465)

Although the value and application of processing to enhance learning in
counseling and therapy groups is the focus of this book, it is important to
note that the advantages of building work/task groups into teams have also
received increasing attention in recent years. By definition, deeply personal
psychological learning and change is not the goal of these groups. However,
skilled leaders and managers often build interactive work teams and use
processing to enhance the application of existing group skills and knowl-
edge to the external tasks toward which work groups are directed. A brief
introductory summary of the use of processing in interactive work teams is
presented at the end of Chapter 4.



