Group work

Introduction

"The most stressful thing for me about working in groups is the constant uncertainty about
how it will go and whether it will fail for some participants and that I may not recognize it.’
(Anonymous course organizer)

The survey of the needs and problems identified by course organizers in their early
days (see Chapter 1) revealed some insecurity about leading group work. The
anxieties centred on the lack of experience in groups, uncertainty about the place of
group work in the vocational training scheme and fear of damaging people in the
group setting. For most new course organizers it is clearly a threatening and unfa-
miliar activity.

Doctors react very differently to the idea of group work. It is likely to appeal more
to extroverts than to introverts, to ‘feelers’ rather than to ‘thinkers’. Reactions do not
determine ability or effectiveness, but negative reactions do have to be recognized
and dealt with. This applies equally to course organizer and trainee.

Most of us have attitudes somewhere between those of the keen groupie and the
rationalist sceptic; and most people approach the prospect of leading a group with
apprehension. The following comments are typical:

e ‘I'm afraid of making a fool of myself in front of a bunch of sceptical trainees’

o 'I'm afraid of drying up or “freezing” in the middle of some unstructured group exercise’
e ‘I'm afraid of failure’

e ‘My GP colleagues might think me foolish’

® ‘My kite might not get off the ground when everyone else’s kite is soaring’

o ‘I'm afraid of the unknown’

The vast majority of course organizers admit to having had such fears, and not all the
anxieties ever go away completely. However, most course organizers who attend
courses in group training find it enjoyable, stimulating and liberating. They get to
know themselves better and handle crises better as a result. They find that they can
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speed up their trainees’ learning by helping them to lower their barriers. They regret
the loss of opportunity when a group of trainees sits passively through a lesson
which they could have got in a library any time.

Group work can be deeply satisfying and course organizers want to share this op-
portunity with generations of trainees, knowing that they will, in turn, carry out more
elegant consultations, handle meetings with staff and colleagues more effectively and
get more job satisfaction from their professional life.

However, group work has to be introduced and implemented with sensitivity. It
helps if you start by facing up to your own feelings about it. People often have sur-
prisingly strong subconscious feelings on the subject. The more you know about and
experience the realities of group work, the less of an obstacle these will be. Attending
an introductory course on group work is a good start.

Demystifying group work

Few educational activities are more shrouded in mystique. Demystifying it is a useful
starting place. As a course organizer you will not be conducting group psychotherapy
or an unstructured ‘California-style feel-in’. Nor will you be leading a group of
passive subjects deep into their collective unconscious. Leading group work is not a
performance you put on for the trainees. You are more likely to have to stop a heated
discussion because the trainee group has overrun its time on the journal club, or have
to help the quietest member express opinions, or summarize the gist of a debate
about the ethics of screening. Not everything that happens in a group is group work,
but there are group work elements to everything that happens when people get
together. The course organizer’s role is to discern and address the group’s needs and
to encourage discovery in a protected atmosphere of trust.

Definitions

A group is a small number of people who embark on a common task together. A task
is a formulation of the overt objectives of the group, while process refers to everything
that goes on in the group as it pursues its overt task.

Group work, whilst literally meaning very little, is here understood to mean the de-
liberate and skilful co-ordination of a small number of consenting people in a learn-
ing activity in which both task and process are expected to have educative value.

Process group work takes place when the analysis of process issues is defined as the
immediate task.



