Group dynamics

Introduction

If the preceding chapter explored the anatomy of the group, this chapter examines
the physiology and pathology. To carry the analogy further, group leadership train-
ing is the therapeutics part of the curriculum. There are some natural group leaders,
but most of us have to study group dynamics and practise the leadership role.

The developmental model

Tuckman (1965) described group dynamics in terms of a developmental life cycle
with four phases: forming, storming, norming and performing. In physiological
terms it seems rational that we should consider adding a fifth one: ending. Tuckman’s
model provides a framework for understanding apparently irrational behaviour
within the group. A summary of his stages is shown in Figure 11.1. The ending phase
recalls the Kiibler-Ross model of grief. All of the phases relate to the overall life cycle
of the group, but may manifest themselves in minor ways in the dynamics of an
individual group session.

Awareness of this scheme will help you to diagnose difficulties within the group,
whether a problem is purely developmental, i.e. part of the physiology, or a disorder
which threatens the group, i.e. pathology. If a leader overreacts to a physiological event
in the group and rushes to extinguish it, he may be creating a pathological situation.

The developmental model suggests that there is a group identity. This competes
with each participant’s individual identity and may give rise to behaviour within the
group which is at odds with the normal behaviour of the individuals. It is reminiscent
of Balint’s ‘collusion of anonymity’ and ‘dilution of responsibility’. Things can be
blamed on the group if individual identity (and therefore responsibility) is suspended.
Patterns of mutual inhibition or synergism between group members may appear
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alarming. In pharmacology the phenomena of drug inhibition and synergism are
related to receptor sites. The equivalent of the receptor site in group work is the ‘locus
of control’ — the leader, the usurper of leadership, the attention-seeking member, the
comedian - all putting in bids for their own form of influence within the group. If
events are seen as the result of interaction at such loci of control, corrective interven-
tions can be undertaken. Group roles such as usurper, comedian and scapegoat are
considered later in this chapter.

How to lead the group

The main tasks of the leader during the life span of a group are considered under the
following headings: getting started, climate building, leadership behaviour, nurturing
the group, coping with difficult members, giving feedback, evaluation and closing
the session.

Getting started

Baggage dump is a useful term for the initial phase of a group session. Members arrive
in various stages of preparedness, feeling rushed and preoccupied with the previous
events or plans for later. They may need to deal with these preoccupations before
they can focus on the work of the group. Making the transition from the outer world
to the world of the group may mean letting off steam. Briefly sharing such preoccu-
pations is helpful, perhaps with a symbolic exercise such as ‘write down what is on
your mind and put it in the waste paper basket; you may reclaim it afterwards if you
wish’.

The attitude of the group leader will set the tone initially. If he is purposeful, busi-
nesslike and practical this will be communicated to the group members and they are
likely to mirror his behaviour. This is ‘modelling’.

Establish or rehearse the understandings upon which the group functions. These
rules should be made by the members of the group and explicitly agreed. Once they
are established they need to be alluded to only briefly at the start of each session. If
the group ‘owns’ its rules, the members are likely to respect them. It is a matter of
agreement as to who will enforce them - the leader or the group as a whole. The list
of rules may include such items as:

e confidentiality — there are degrees of confidentiality and it is seldom absolute. A
basic agreement should ensure that the personal statements of individuals will be
respected and not quoted outside the group

¢ punctuality — to minimize disruption and facilitate the group tasks



