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PART I Conceptual Foundations

SECTION A The Nature of Social Group Work

It should not be assumed that because social group work has been developed and refined as a conscious professional activity, there is conceptual agreement or even clarity regarding its definition, purposes, practice methods, and techniques. While this is not so much a questioning of what group work has to offer as it is a reflection of changing conceptions about where and how best to direct its efforts, nevertheless it would appear that the essence of group work method needs to be continually re-examined and somehow reaffirmed. What, then, is the nature of social group work? What are its underlying assumptions regarding the value of group experiences? What ideas, movements, and activities go to make up its conceptual foundations? What is the nature of its knowledge, basic values and commitments, and major resources?

In addressing these and similar questions, the chapters in this section provide a general framework for understanding the group work method. The first chapter, prepared especially for this volume, traces group work from its earliest commitments through the succeeding periods of formulation, synthesis, growth, and theory-building. Against a background of changing perspectives, the search for definition, function, and unified efforts emerges as the most persistent theme. Attempts to resolve definitional questions and practice issues became particularly intense after the formation of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) in 1955. The Council on Social Work Education’s three-year curriculum study resulted in thirteen volumes dealing with all aspects of social work. The chapters by Grace Coyle and Clara Kaiser were two of the four influential position papers contained in the group work volume of the study. Coyle dealt with the underlying assumptions regarding the basic values of group experiences and the role of group work in realizing the potentials that inhere in such experiences. Kaiser, on the other hand, focused more pointedly on group work’s conceptual foundations—the systems of thought, values, goals, group processes, and methods concepts. The “Frame of Reference” statement, produced under Margaret Hartford’s editorship, arose out of a four-year effort of the Committee on Practice of the National Group Work Section of NASW to incorporate the thoughts and ideas of a wide range of group work practitioners and educators to arrive at greater clarity regarding group work purposes, knowledge, and technical skills.


1 Social Group Work: Commitments and Perspectives

Albert S. Alissi

OVERVIEW

As distinct from the related social work methods of casework and community organization, social group work concentrates primarily on providing group experiences to meet normal developmental needs, to help prevent social breakdown, to facilitate corrective and rehabilitative goals, and to encourage citizen involvement and responsible social action. Characteristically, group work services involve small groups of members coming together with a “worker” on a more or less regular basis, usually as participants in a social agency or institution. Groups vary in size and composition. Participants include persons of all ages, races, and social classes joining together in natural as well as formed groups. Professional training in social group work is provided in most graduate and undergraduate schools of social work. Group work methods are also used extensively by a variety of agency workers with differing kinds of preparation and experience.

Group work is based on many conceptual foundations. Its values can be traced to ethical and religious beliefs rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition; to the Humanitarian movement, which found expression in the early settlement movement; and to the core of social work values and philosophy, which have evolved out of a long tradition of service to people. Its theories and practices were influenced by the democratic ethic of Mary Follett and Eduard Lindeman; the educational philosophy of John Dewey; the sociologies of Durkheim, Simmel, Cooley, and Mead; the group dynamics of Kurt Lewin; the small group processes of Wilber Newstetter and Grace Coyle; the play theories of Neva Boyd; Freudian psychoanalysis; and the group therapies of S. R. Slavson and Fritz Redl. Systems theory, sociobehavioral theory, and existential thought have influenced some of the more recent versions of practice.

The expansion of group work into new directions over the years is reflected in the wide variety of agencies where its methods are now practiced. Beginning with the settlement houses, community centers, religious organizations, and national youth service agencies such as the YMCAs, Boys’ Clubs, Scouting programs, camping, and 4-H clubs, the methods were extended to hospitals, psychiatric clinics, and residential treatment centers and other specialized programs for physically, mentally, and socially handicapped, including the fields of correction, probation, and parole. Public schools, welfare departments, public recreation, industry, trade unions, and public housing projects are among the many areas where additional uses are being recognized and developed.

Social group work ranks among the earliest practical efforts to realize the potentials inherent in the small group experience to maximize the well-being of the individual and improve social conditions. Many of its methods were applied long before any efforts were made to systematize and professionalize practice. Early work with groups was fashioned out of the hard-earned experiences of men and women who manned the social agencies and organizations that sought, during an era of social reform, to combat the harmful effects of the Industrial Revolution upon the lives of people. Infused with a strong sense of purpose and dedication to serve society, the early reformers emphasized personal growth and social development, citizen involvement, democratic participation and association, and cultural pluralism—all of which were early influences on the development of social group work.

The widespread use of group work methods in the education- recreation, “leisure-time,” and “character-building” agencies influenced practice in other significant ways. During the 1920s and 1930s, group work came to be viewed largely as an educational process where new skills and knowledge were learned through active involvement in voluntary associations. Creative program activities were used as a tool to enhance normal individual growth and personality development. Workers began to recognize that group leadership techniques had important influences on group processes and that these processes in turn affected the attitudes, behaviors, and personalities of the members. Moreover, workers could appreciate the impact of the small group as a socializing influence on participants and began consciously to use the group as a force for inculcating values and for teaching leadership and citizenship responsibilities. The group became the means for bringing about cooperative democratic changes in other aspects of social functioning as well.

The organization of a group work section in the National Conference of Social Work (NCSW) in 1935 marked a turning point in the development of social group work as the progressive education, adult education, and recreation orientations began to be overshadowed by the alignment of group work with the social work profession. The presence of an organized national forum stimulated the exchange of ideas and became the context in which an earnest search for a definition of practice was launched. The chief aim of group work at that point was seen to be the development and adjustment of the individual and the advancement of socially desirable goals and purposes through voluntary group association and activity. There was, even at this early date, beginning disagreement over whether group work should move away from its educational and preventative objectives in pursuit of therapeutic and corrective objectives (Coyle, 1959, p. 79).

The identification of social group work with social work brought about other changes. The broader, more lofty goals of individual development and societal change received less emphasis as casework, which relied so heavily on psychoanalytic theory, came to influence the professionalization process. During the 1940s and 1950s, group work methods were introduced into many new settings. Of particular significance was the development of group work services in a variety of rehabilitation and adjustive programs throughout the country. Attention was focused on the distinctive contributions group work could make in the treatment of psychic disturbances relative to other forms of group therapies. Although the emphasis on group processes and programmed activity remained unique, the development of diagnostic and treatment skills required new psychological insights and understanding on the part of group workers. It was perhaps inevitable that the increased use of group work in clinical settings was accompanied by a heightened interest in individual adjustment and conformity.

In recent years there has been renewed interest in finding ways to institute social change. The need has been underscored by dramatic expressions of economic deprivation and differential opportunities, urban unrest, racial conflict, large-scale alienation, and the repudiation of societal values by large segments of the population. The current emphasis on advocacy and social action seeks to make social work in general more relevant to these needs. Increasingly, distinctive conceptual models are being formulated which stress different perspectives on group work theory and practice.

Many excellent historical accounts have been written about group work dealing with both the general and the specific aspects of its development (Coyle, 1959; Schwartz, 1959; Middleman, 1968; Konopka, 1963; Hartford, 1964; Wilson, 1976; Somers, 1976). This review will only highlight some of the changing events, practices, and ideas that are essential to an understanding of the various perspectives on social group work. Although it is concerned primarily with the changing ideas and systems of thought and only incidentally with changing events and practices, obviously all have influenced the development of group work and need to be considered. The developments will be discussed in terms of the following stages: early commitment—from the turn of the century to the middle 1930s; period of formulation—taking place in the middle 1930s; synthesis and extensions—which occurred in the 1940s and 1950s; and the proliferation of formulations—which characterized the 1960s and 1970s.

EARLY COMMITMENT: UP TO 1935

First and foremost, the early group workers were activists. While the Industrial Revolution, in advancing special interests and personal profits, continued to take its toll in exploiting human potential, a growing number of men and women moved mostly by religious or personal conviction joined emerging self-help causes. Those early volunteers and workers were endowed with a spirit of inquiry and experimentation and a dedication to making things better. Working out of the settlement houses and the character-building and leisure-time agencies, they identified and began responding to human needs. They reached out to the underprivileged, to newcomers, and to youth to engage them in mutual fellowship. They focused early on children to rescue them from the throes of a materialistic environment and to help them grow and develop socially through group association. They sought ways to improve and modify the environment to deal with pressing social problems. Underlying all of these efforts was the belief that they would somehow make democracy work.

Early Club Work

From the start, the small group or “club” was taken to be the most useful medium for advancing the work of the YMCA, YWCA, settlements and related agencies. One of the earliest successful group approaches was the prayer and Bible-reading groups composed of city clerks in London organized by George Williams in the founding of the YMCA in 1844. Both Miss Emma Robarts’s Prayer Union and Mrs. Arthur Kinnaird’s “General Female Training Institute” were early group-centered programs that caught on and spread rapidly throughout England, eventually combining to form the YWCA in 1877. Meanwhile, in New York a rented room turned into a clubhouse for women wage-earners symbolized the importance of small group association in the development of the YWCA program in America. The first American settlement, the Neighborhood Guild, which was established by Stanton Coit in 1886, was organized around the club idea. Group activities and clubs were ideal for “cultivating neighborly acquaintance” and building “personal ties.” “Stanton Coit,” wrote Jane Robbins, thinking back on early club work with youth, “had been really eloquent on the subject of forming close friendships and of grappling these young people to us with hoops of steel. We caught the idea” (Woods and Kennedy, 1922, p. 73; Robbins, 1912, p. 1,800).

Arthur Holden reported in 1922 that the average settlement was bound up with the administration of its “club system,” the club being the most typical unit of individuals served. Unlike classes, clubs were more closely knit and were bound together by particular friendship ties and common interests. Such clubs were quite autonomous, having their own constitutions and elective memberships. Often an older, more experienced person representing the settlement met with the club in the capacity of a “director” to see that the club received the benefits and advantages the settlement had to offer. This position, Holden pointed out,
 … is exceedingly delicate and is one which calls for great tact and forebearance. Club work to be effective should be a natural expression of the members themselves. The director must exercise a nice balance. He can lead but he cannot push. He can point to errors, he can warn of mistakes. He should not, however, insist upon definite or specific action. The ideal director is hard to find [Holden, 1922, p. 65].


Observers found clubs, with their autonomy and freedom, strangely different from other adult-directed activities. More than simply promoting interest in art, crafts, music, drama, or discussion, the clubs demonstrated the value of “the actual interplay of association” (Clarke, 1947). Visitors to the settlement were not accustomed to the climate of openness and the spirit of confrontation and inquiry that permeated so much of the club experience. To witness, for example, a group of working-class adolescents arguing the merits of socialism in a free and open debate was quite out of the ordinary.

The personal influence of the leader on group members was seen to be more directive and influential in other clubs formed by the settlements. In their detailed study of settlement practices, Robert Woods and Albert Kennedy (1922) pointed out, for example, that although much of the early work with boys sought to “get the boys off the streets,” as did most of the mass programs characteristic of the times, once admitted, boys were assigned to groups in the conviction that it was better to work intimately with a few rather than superficially with many. “The successful leader,” they said, “steeps himself in the activities, hopes, fears, dreams, and endless conversation of his charges, and is thus prepared to encourage each one in the several most vital aspects of his life” (Woods and Kennedy, 1922, p. 77).

By the 1920s, it was generally recognized that small group associations were vital in promoting the developmental, adjustment, and enrichment aspects of individual growth and the democratic participation of social responsibility. Groups were also seen to be useful in treating antisocial behavior and maladjustment and for “preventative work” as well (Konopka, 1956).

The Search for Commonality

Although it was increasingly clear that a beginning expertise in work with small groups was being developed by workers in the various settings, the development of a common framework of practice was impeded by dissimilar organizations and agency structures in which practice was conducted. Margaret Hartford (1966, pp. 132- 134) enumerated some of the differing orientations: some were building-centered, others used the facilities of other institutions; some had nationally developed programs, others developed local indigenous services; some used volunteer group leaders, others used paid professional group leaders; some favored formed groups, others responded to natural autonomous groups; some served the socially, economically, and culturally deprived, others served the middle class; some aimed at specific ethnic, racial, or religious groups, others were for all groups; some focused exclusively on small club groups, others offered a range of recreational, informal education, physical education, and mass program activities; some served special age groups, others served all ages; and finally, some held strongly to serving the relatively healthy “normal” population while others sought out those with identified problems for treatment.

It was to be expected that the meaning of group work reflected these differences. For example, a leading textbook by Warner, Queen, and Harper (1930) classified group work along with casework, institutional work and organization, and administration as the four major types of social work. The meaning of group work was intertwined with a range of methods, functions, and fields of service. The subvarieties, for example, included “direction of leisure time,” “club work with small groups,” “neighborhood work,” and “community organization.” The concept was used interchangeably with education/recreation and had different referents to social work. The confusion is perhaps best illustrated in the following passage dealing with the relation of recreation to social work:
 Recreation as a type of group social work is intimately related to the other phases of the profession, particularly to case work, and should accomplish more than simply to consume leisure time. Recreation is frequently employed as a method in individual cases, and proper “recreational placement” requires a careful analysis of the needs and abilities of the child or adult, and a study of his play history [Warner, Queen, and Harper, 1930, pp. 499-500].


In spite of the definitional and conceptual difficulties, efforts to develop a common framework became more intense toward the end of this period. A common terminology was beginning to develop from common experiences prior to the 1930s. The terms “purposes,” “structures,” “social process,” “status and role,” and “stages of group development” became part of the worker’s vocabulary. As social psychologists gained influence, additional expressions became familiar, such as “interpersonal relationships,” “acceptance-rejection patterns,” “conflict,” and “social control.” And in some cases psychoanalytical concepts found their way into the worker’s vocabulary as well (Wilson, 1976, p. 17).

The first course on group work was introduced at Western Reserve University in 1923, and by 1927 the first group work curriculum was established there under Wilber Newstetter’s direction. The New York School introduced group work courses in 1934, followed by the School of Social Work in Pittsburgh a few years later. By 1937 there were thirteen educational institutions offering courses in group work, ten of which were in schools of social work (Coyle, 1959).

Although practices were being developed in the field, the professional status of group work remained obscured. Mary Sims (1935) reported, for example, that the YWCA was involved in extensive “experimental” work with informal groups to encourage individual growth and development. Record-keeping procedures were being developed to help judge the success of the work. The focus was also being turned away from exclusive attention to “content” of program activities to the individuals participating in the groups. At the same time she had to acknowledge:
 The Young Women’s Christian Association seems to have suffered at various times from an inferiority complex through the failure of social work in general to recognize the techniques of group work as legitimate professional equipment for social workers [Sims, 1935, p. 222].


Ideological and Conceptual Influences

Certain ideologies or systems of thought have been generally recognized as significant in giving direction and content to group work (Kaiser, 1958), and some of them were particularly influential during the period of commitment. The ethical, social, and theistic beliefs embodied in the Judeo-Christian tradition were deeply rooted and formed the basis for commitment. The humanitarianism of the late nineteenth century, which found expression in the settlement house movement, the progressive education philosophy of John Dewey, and the recreational movement all provided direction for action. The study of small groups by certain sociologists contributed new insights regarding group functioning. And finally, the beliefs in democratic values and participatory democracy provided the context in which much of the practice of group work developed.

Doubtless much of the motivation for organizing clubs in England and America at the turn of the century were based on the desire to strengthen character through inculcating Christian principles and values. Often, however, goals reflected either a class bias or a preoccupation with rescuing people from sin. The Society of Parochial Mission Women, for example, “plotted to improve,” through the use of soap, thrift, and sanitation, “the very lowest and least thrifty among the wives and mothers of the poorest class” (Woodroofe, 1968, p. 61; Hamilton, 1884). The Girl’s Friendly Society sought to bind together working girls and young women as members “to make virtue easier, and to act as a fence between them and the pitfalls of vice” (Woodroofe, 1968, p. 61; “Prevention,” 1885).

Humanitarianism represented the collective efforts of a wide range of agencies, personalities, and programs devoted to advancing the welfare of human beings. It gave rise to the settlement movement, which was most influential in giving form and substance to group work. According to Canon Samuel Barnett (Davis, 1967), founder of Toynbee Hall, the aim of the settlement was to bridge the gulf that had been created between the rich and the poor during the industrialization process. By living in the settlement, university men would make the slums an outpost for education and culture. It was, in the words of Lord Beveridge, the distinguished writer and former resident at Toynbee Hall, “a school of post graduate education in humanity” (Spencer, 1954, p. 36). Although religious motivations were ever present in the settlements, often the founders rejected sectarian and evangelical themes in favor of a more practical focus on dealing with such problems as unsanitary factories, crowded homes, long working hours, low wages, employment of women and children, unemployment, and discrimination against immigrant and minority groups.

The self-help emphasis of the settlement differed significantly from the philosophy of the Charity Organization Society (COS) which caused considerable initial antagonism between the two movements around the turn of the century. Basically the charity organization stressed individual causation of poverty, while the settlements were inclined to blame social and economic conditions. While the COS sought primarily to help the poor, unemployed, and downtrodden, the settlements aimed their efforts at the working classes, being more concerned with the “poverty of opportunity” than with the “poverty of clothes.” Charity workers were inclined to dismiss the settlement as being too sentimental, radical, unscientific, and vague in direction and purpose. Settlement workers meanwhile tried to dissociate their movement from charity in the public’s mind. While the COS held that it was the responsibility of the upper classes to extend help to the lower classes, the settlement stressed the reciprocal and mutual dependence of the classes on each other. But changing practices and the widespread exchange of personnel engaged in philanthropic and reform activities brought about new attitudes and closer cooperation. The merging of interests was perhaps best symbolized by the election of Jane Addams in 1909 to the presidency of the National Conference of Charities (Davis, 1967).

The influence of the settlement movement was felt in innumerable ways. In education, the settlements initiated educational experiments in developing child care, kindergarten programs, and vocational training all aimed at relating education to real world experience. In the field of recreation, they were successful in establishing the first public playgrounds and recreation programs. Many summer camps and “fresh air” programs were started by settlements. Public schools were influenced to develop “school social centers” for clubhouse and recreational purposes. Workers were also active in their support of the labor movement. Ellen Star, for example, joined in picketing, raising money, and making speeches in support of labor. Through the efforts of such workers as Florence Kelly, settlements did much to eliminate child labor and unionize women. The influence of the settlement was also felt in other areas such as housing reform, intercultural and interracial relations, immigration, health, sanitation, political reform, etc. (Davis, 1967).

The philosophical and educational theories and practices of John Dewey, which found expression in the progressive educational movement, had a most direct influence on group work. Dewey held that education, to achieve its fullest potential, must reflect the needs of the learner and take into account the “total” person, including social and emotional as well as intellectual factors. In contrast to the traditional classroom methods of “rote” teaching, the new emphasis was on “learning by doing.” The role of interaction in the learning process placed a new importance on the teacher-child relationship and on the small group as a primary resource for learning. Dewey, a member of the first board of trustees at Hull House and a frequent visitor to the settlement, was influential in seeing his ideas experimentally applied in practice. Group workers placed great emphasis on education for democratic living; with Dewey they held, at base, the belief that unless education was tied to a larger democratic frame of reference it would be “aimless and lacking in unified objective” (Dewey, 1939, p. 25).

Group workers were influenced by still another movement that arose to provide release from the drudgery and monotony of life in an industrialized climate, where the worker seemed to lose all but his capacity to work. The recreation movement transformed early negative attitudes toward free and spontaneous use of free time and the utility of play especially for children to a positive recognition of the values of recreation as a vital necessity to the well being of all. Activities were of course central to the concepts of play and recreation. In time the emphasis on the play life of children, games, sports, arts, and crafts, including a variety of other leisure-time pursuits, was on “the proper use of leisure,” which was not only enjoyable but “constructive” as well (Slavson, 1948).

A variety of theories of play were drawn upon including Spencer’s (1873) “surplus energy,” Groos’s (1901) “preparation for life” theory, Hall’s (1904) inheritance or recapitulation theory, William James’s (1890) “instinct” theory. In their sociological study of leisure and recreation, Neumeyer and Neumeyer (1949) noted the importance of groups in recreation. Most recreation groups were seen to be primary in nature, in that they were based on intimate face-to-face contacts and cooperative associations. The mutual identification, feelings of “we-ness,” and esprit de corps were prominent and taken to be a most important influence on behavior.

Neva Boyd, who had prior training and experience as a kindergarten worker, was a strong advocate of the play movement and continually urged group workers to appreciate the social values to be derived from spontaneous play and recreation throughout all stages of life. She and her associates began an experimental school in training professional recreation and play leaders, which eventually became part of the Group Work Division in the Department of Sociology at Northwestern University (Simon, 1971).

Although much of early practice was being developed by practitioners who relied primarily on their own insights from their day-to-day experiences, the beginning or early theoretical framework for group work was being shaped by such early sociologists as Emile Durkheim, Georg Simmel, Charles H. Cooley, George Herbert Mead, and William McDougall. Durkheim’s (1951: 1964) emphasis on the reality of social phenomena contributed to the view that the group was in fact greater than the sum of its parts. The significance of attachments and belonging, alienation and isolation were highlighted in his concepts of “organic” and “mechanical” societies, social solidarity and anomie. The work of Simmel (1950) focused attention on structure or “forms” of association and reciprocal relationships as strong determinants of behavior. His many insightful observations regarding the dyad, triad, and subgroup formations stimulated interest in analyzing further interactional processes within small groups. Cooley’s (1909) concept of the primary group made it clear that small, cohesive, intimate, face-to-face groups such as the family, play group, or neighborhood have the earliest and most fundamental impact on individual socialization and personality development and play a major role in preparing for participation in the larger society. The concept of the “looking glass self” or “reflected self” (Cooley, 1902) called attention to the role others play in the development of the conception of the self. Mead (1934) was later to distinguish the “I” and “me” parts of the self, which provided a framework for relating the impact of the group experience to the individual and social development of its members. And finally, McDougall’s (1920) concept of the “group mind” as a collective spirit independent from the individual, although seen to be fallacious, did point out how mutual influences within groups contribute to a sense of togetherness and semblance of a unified single entity that could be treated as a whole.

Group workers were strongly influenced by the social and political philosophies of Mary Parker Follett, Eduard Lindeman, and Harrison Elliott, who did much to operationalize the democratic ethic upon which group work was founded. In their view, democracy went far beyond political action and permeated all social relationships. Follett’s book The New State (1926) made it clear that democracy was not to be achieved through political parties and the ballot box but rather through active group participation. As an active settlement worker she went further to put her ideas to work by organizing small groups for enlightened political action. Citizenship participation was also emphasized in the social philosophy of Lindeman (1925). Participation was important because it contributed to the strengthening of society as well as to individual and social development. Elliott, in his book The Process of Group Thinking (1928), provided a practical analysis of how the give-and-take of individual ideas within the small group provided the most effective means for developing creative growth and democratic solutions.

THE PERIOD OF FORMULATION: THE MID-THIRTIES

The 1930s represents a period of formulation and organization in the development of group work. Although the sequence of events produced movement toward a common identity with the profession of social work, the search for a definition, which occupied so much attention during this period, failed to produce widespread agreement. Instead, it merely seemed to highlight issues, many of which have persisted in one form or another throughout the history of social group work.

Interest in formulating practice was stimulated by the appearance of a number of small study and training groups of professionals in the early 1930s. Grace Coyle, for example, organized a two-week institute on group work, which was given in the summer of 1934 at Fletcher Farm in Vermont and was attended by forty YWCA and settlement house workers. Hedley Dimock and Paul Limbert at the YMCA schools at George Williams College and Springfield College, respectively, similarly offered institutes and seminars to train group workers. The New York Conference on Education in Group Work sent representatives to meet with group workers from Western Reserve, Ohio State, and Chicago’s Committee on Group Work to consider ways to consolidate thinking about group work further (Wilson, 1976; Hendry, 1947).

Following the request of a number of group workers who had gathered two years earlier at the National Conference of Social Work (NCSW) in Detroit, a group work section of the Conference was created in 1935, which became a landmark year in group work’s history. By 1936, the American Association for the Study of Group Work (AASGW) was formed. The membership of the AASGW grew to 400 by 1938. In a two-year period from 1937 to 1939 the number of institutions providing group work training grew from thirteen to twenty-one (Coyle, 1959). Recognizing the need to develop the group work literature on practice, the AASGW established a bulletin entitled The Group—in Education, Recreation, Social Work, which served as a principal means of communication from 1939 to 1955 (Trecker, 1955).

Wilber I. Newstetter and Grace L. Coyle did much to point up the value of social scientific understanding of small group processes. In research conducted at the Wawokiye Camp Project, Newstetter and his associates (1938) utilized sociometric data to measure group interaction and to further the understanding of individual and group adjustment. The presence of a large number of “problem” boys referred to the camp by the Child Guidance Clinic focused early attention on the use of group work as a diagnostic and treatment resource and demonstrated “by practical results” the value of adjustment through group association. In her book Social Process in Organized Groups, Grace Coyle (1930) drew heavily from the social sciences in presenting a frame of reference for analyzing the universal processes that occur in small face-to-face groups. Such knowledge was to become standard equipment for social group work practice in the years ahead.

Later, she edited a collection of case studies (Coyle, 1937) based on records kept by students at the School of Applied Social Sciences, Western Reserve University, analyzing their group work practice with community-based groups.

Throughout the period, educational and recreational goals were stressed. Generally the small group experience was seen to be an important vehicle for assisting the normal growth and development process and for promoting citizen and social responsibility and action. In her early study of group work positions in twelve different types of organizations, Maragetha Williamson (1929) found that although there was no clearly defined unified “field” of practice, there was a certain commonality among workers based on the recognition of similar philosophies, practice methods, and training techniques. Group work, she pointed out, was viewed as a service for individuals who, through normal satisfying group activities, are encouraged to grow and develop socially and emotionally and to participate responsibly in society.

A review of some conceptions of group work during this period of formulation reflected many variations on these personal development, adjustment, and social responsibility themes. Henry Bush (Hartford, 1964; Bush, 1932) emphasized the recreational and educational aspects of group work and the value of the small voluntary club in developing members’ personalities. Helen Hart (Hartford, 1964; Hart, 1933) saw group work to be an educational task, the special function of which was the development of personality through group experience. Coyle (1935a) wrote that group work was an “educational procedure” that relied on face-to-face interaction of people bound together by common interests in voluntary group associations to bring about individual and group adjustment. And in her prize-winning NCSW paper “Group Work and Social Change” (1935b), she stressed the importance of group process as a mode of social action to bring about social change. Individuals were seen to be responsible to help improve, through participation, the democratic social order. There was still much confusion, however, about the meaning of group work. Newstetter’s paper, What Is Social Group Work? (1935), outlined three differing conceptions: group work viewed as a field, as a process, and as a set of techniques.

The close relationship between group work and education, recreation, and camping naturally reinforced the view that activities and programming in groups was essential. However, as Middleman (1968) observed, group workers tended to play down the importance of activities in their definitions for fear that groups would somehow become activity-centered rather than person-centered. To some, like Neva Boyd (1937), there was little doubt about the utilization of play and the arts in group work. Being satisfied that the efficacy of directed play and program activities in the socialization process had been demonstrated, she and her associates introduced group work as an experimental treatment modality at the Chicago State Hospital for the Insane as early as 1918 (Boyd, 1935).

Elise Campbell (1938) reported in her study of group work practice that loosely organized group club programs and the use of volunteers limited the capacity of the group work agency to improve individual adjustment and solve personal problems. Better training was needed if workers were to be expected to promote personal growth and adequately counsel individuals with personal problems in the group. On the other hand, Joshua Lieberman (1938), believing that the responsibility for individual development and adjustment was shared by the home and other educational institutions, insisted that group work’s main emphasis should be on training for social responsibility and citizen participation through voluntary purposeful group experiences. The view was echoed by S. R. Slavson (1938), who pointed out that the first objective of group work was the preservation and extension of democracy. Meanwhile Nathaniel Cantor (1939, p. 17) argued that all group work programs were based on some form of social action. The issue was not group work and social action; “group work is social action.”

Although some common denominators were evident as the decade came to an end, the search for a definition served to highlight emerging differences that were far from settled. While there was agreement that group work represented a conscious, disciplined approach to groups, which required specialized training in group work principles and practices, there was much disagreement over purposes and functions. Some workers were beginning to see group work as a means of helping people work with problems of social relationships. Others maintained the focus on work with “normal” people. Many viewed group work as an educational learning process. Some emphasized the leisure-time recreational aspects. In addition, there were considerable differences regarding the emphasis to be given to social action and social change. In general, workers seemed to have differing conceptions of what was meant by personal growth, social adjustment, and social development (Hartford, 1964).

SYNTHESIS AND EXPANSION: 1940s-1950s

As the threat of totalitarianism took on new meaning during the war years, interest in democratic philosophy and principles was heightened. The advent of war services brought caseworkers and group workers together and hastened the identification with social work. Increasingly, attention was being given to the use of group work for therapeutic purposes, working with formed nonvoluntary groups, developing interracial and intercultural programs, and working on professional issues related to identification, knowledge building, and improving the quality of practice. The cold war and McCarthyism of the 1950s hindered the activities of those who would advance social goals. For the most part, practice concerns continued to center on the use of groups for therapeutic purposes. Attention also turned to developing outreach services for “hard-to-reach” youths. Throughout the period there was active interest in developing technical knowledge and skills, as well as a beginning interest in defining group work practice in research terms. And finally there was increased collaboration between casework and group work in providing services to individuals (Somers, 1976).

Although the definitional and identification issues that characterized the 1930s continued into the 1940s, there was some synthesis of ideas, as reflected in the first official 1949 definition. Subsequently, there was a period of expansion as group work was introduced into a variety of new settings, including the psychiatric clinics and hospitals, specialized treatment and correctional institutions and programs, public schools, public recreation programs, and public welfare departments (Wilson, 1976). This in turn led to some re-examination of roles and functions and further work on defining the relation of group work to other methods, such as group therapy, group psychotherapy, and group dynamics.

Identification with Social Work

Questions regarding whether group work should take on varying identifications with social work, education, or recreation or continue to develop as a distinctive profession based on its own small group expertise continued into the 1940s. William Heard Kilpatrick (1940, p. vii) who had long advocated an education identification, argued that group work was not a separate field but rather “a method to be used in all kinds of educational effort.” Charles E. Hendry (Dimock, Hendry, and Zerfoss, 1938), one of group work’s early pioneers, was less committed, holding that group work was not yet in a position to decide between the professional classifications. Whether it was independent or part of a larger existing profession remained to be determined. LeRoy Bowman (1935) was strong in his opposition to linking group work with social services. Group work, he said, was not primarily a service for those seeking help but a “social mechanism perfectly competent people utilize to achieve their own ends” (p. 385).

But the movement toward social work that began in the mid-1980s was well under way as group work agencies were increasingly identified with social welfare agencies and programs. Any remaining questions were largely dispelled in the wake of Grace Coyle’s (1955a) influential paper “On Becoming Professional,” presented to members of AASGW at the NCSW in Buffalo in 1946. Referring to the professional identification dilemma, she commented, “We must, it seems, be either educators or social workers” (p. 338). To her, the move toward social work represented changing perspectives regarding the nature of social work itself. As she put it:
 My own hope is that the emerging definition of social work may define it as involving the conscious use of social relations in performing certain community functions, such as child welfare, family welfare or health services, recreation, and informal education. Case work, group work, and community organization have this common factor, that they are all based on understanding human relations. While the specific relations used in each are different, the underlying philosophy and approach are the same: a respect for personality and a belief in democracy. This we share with case workers and expert community organization people. It is for this reason that I believe group work as a method falls within the larger scope of social work as a method and as defined above [p. 340].


At a group work section meeting, she presented a second paper, “Social Group Work in Recreation,” in which she distinguished group work from the field of recreation. “Recreation,” she wrote, “is a function to be performed; social group work is one method of fulfilling that function” (Coyle, 1947, p. 202). Acknowledging that program and relationships were “inextricably intertwined,” she pointed out that a distinctive social group work method emerged with the increased recognition that the human relations aspects of group experiences were as important as understanding various types of programs.

The process of synthesis and expansion was reflected in the events taking place. Ten years after its formation, the AASGW membership voted to become a professional organization, and the American Association of Group Workers (AAGW) was formed in 1946 with 2,300 members on its rolls. As Wilson (1976) points out, some of the early leaders who were more identified with group work as a movement turned elsewhere as professionalization approached. Some group workers, for example, who were more interested in planning and social action moved toward the newly formed American Association for the Study of Community Organization. The AAGW was concentrated over the next ten years on building and developing group work into a recognized professional activity. The eventual merger of AAGW with six other organizations to form the National Association of Social Work in 1955 was the final step in the process of identification. Group work was clearly established as one of the methods of social work.

A number of volumes appeared during this period that served to pull together some of the thinking about group work practice. Grace Coyle’s Group Experience and Democratic Values appeared in 1947, and in it she continued to emphasize small group approaches within a democratic framework. Group Work with American Youth (1948) followed, with much illustrative material regarding group leadership in recreation and voluntary education in leisure-time community service settings. Harleigh Trecker (1972) provided one of the first textbooks in group work in 1948, Social Group Work: Principles and Practices, which was updated and revised in 1955 and again in 1972. Gertrude Wilson’s and Gladys Ryland’s major textbook (1949) dealt with all aspects of theory and practice. It contained a thorough analysis of program media, illustrations of practice with differing groups, and material on supervision and administrative processes. Helen Phillips’s Essentials of Social Group Work Skill (1951) emphasized how the worker’s skills serve as a primary vehicle for fulfilling social values and purposes. Alan Klein’s (1953) volume reasserted the democratic underpinnings of group work and stressed the importance of helping groups deal with problems as responsible citizens. And finally, a volume prepared by Marjorie Murphy (1959) as part of the Council on Social Work Education’s curriculum study pulled together the current thinking about group work based on a thorough review of the literature, visits to social work schools, and contributions of major position papers by leading group work educators.

Social and Behavioral Science Influences

The desire to develop knowledge and practice led group work educators and practitioners to look more carefully to social psychology, sociology, and anthropology and to small group researchers and theorists for help. For example, Dorothea Sullivan’s (1952) well-known group work reader contained works by Bradford, Benne, Lippitt, and Nylen; Cattell; Clinard; Lewin; and Jenkins and Zander. Workers were also familiar with Lewin, Lippitt, and White’s (1939) study of the influence of leadership styles on group climate; Moreno’s (1934) and Jennings’s (1943) sociometric and near-sociometric conceptions of structural relationships; Bales’s (1950) interaction process analysis; Cattell’s (1951) group syntality; the Sherifs’ (1953) studies on intergroup relations; Asch’s (1956) studies of group norms; and Hemphill’s (1956) study of group dimensions. Generally, practitioners immersed in practice were not inclined to engage in research, although some studies in agency and camp settings were done by Maas (1954), Lowy (1952), Gump and Sutton-Smith (1955), and Polansky, Lippitt, and Redi (1950), among others.

The work of certain social theorists provided additional concepts with relevance to group work. Drawing on empirical studies of small task-centered groups, Parsons and Bales (1955) provided a structural analysis of the family, which stressed the differential impact of instrumental and expressive functions of interacting statuses and roles on the socialization of the child and provided a group dimensional view of the family to supplement the parent—child emphasis of psychoanalytic theories. Robert Merton (1957) called attention to latent and manifest functions in his functional analysis of social phenomena. His concepts regarding reference group behavior and group properties were particularly relevant to practice. George Homans’s (1950) interaction theory of small groups, which stressed the interdependence of activity, interaction, and sentiment in group functioning, provided still another framework for consideration in practice.

Some of the small group research conducted during this period raised questions regarding the application of research to practice. There was, for example, disagreement concerning the relationship of group work to the developing field of social psychology known as group dynamics (Cartwright and Zander, 1968). The controversy between group workers and advocates of group dynamics was based largely on differing values and ethical positions stemming from the contrasting emphasis of group work on service and of group dynamics on research. Wilson (1976) reported that in the early 1940s she raised ethical questions and objected to a proposal by Kurt Lewin and Gordon Hearn to apply their experimental methods to groups led by students at the University of Pittsburgh School of Social Work. Although she agreed that there could be some shared learning, Grace Coyle (1949) raised questions concerning the underlying philosophy and tactics often employed by group dynamists.

The influence of psychoanalytical thought and psychodynamic concepts, which had been so apparent in casework, began during this period to influence group workers as well. Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1922) focused on individual motivation and defensive processes, which found expression in groups. Psychoanalytic concepts and hypotheses appeared in the literature in the writings of S. R. Slavson, Margaret Svendsen, Fritz Redl, Saul Scheidlinger, Gertrude Wilson, Susanne Schulze, Gisela Konopka, Raymond Fisher, and others. Departing from Freud, Otto Rank gave primary emphasis to the birth trauma as a cause of psychoneurosis and stressed the human will as a creative organizing force that could be used by the individual for his own growth and development (Ryder, 1976). Reflecting such thinking, Helen Phillips (1951) contributed much to an understanding of how to help individuals and groups choose their own directions for growth and change. Her discussion of worker skills, use of time, and agency functions and purposes influenced group work practices in varied settings.

Expansion into Therapeutic Settings

Although there had been some early applications of group work in therapeutic settings before group work had come to be identified as a method (Konopka, 1956; Coyle, 1959) the trend seems to have begun in 1938 when Gisela Konopka began treating parents and children at the Pittsburgh Guidance Center, first as a second-year graduate student and then as a full-time staff member. Similarly, the work of Fritz Redi (1944) and the Detroit Group Project initiated in 1942 used trained group workers to provide diagnostic services and specialized group treatment for emotionally disturbed children. Such practices caught on rapidly, and soon group workers were sought after by hospitals, clinics, and rehabilitation centers throughout the country. The development of these services seemed to be limited only by the inability of the schools of social work to meet the new demand.

The introduction of group work into therapeutic settings caused mixed reactions and raised new questions. A number of volumes dealing with therapeutic group work in psychiatric settings appeared (Konopka, 1949, 1954; Schulze, 1951; Trecker, 1956). Interest was being generated at the National Conference to provide forums for exchanging experiences and clarifying the role of group work in relation to other methods such as group therapy and group psychotherapy (Konopka, 1951).

Questions were also raised regarding group work’s relation to casework and other specialized treatment programs within therapeutic settings (Fisher, 1949). Meanwhile, some caseworkers found it difficult to accept the activity focus of group work. As Wilson (1976) pointed out, not until psychiatrists and analysts began consulting on the therapeutic values of games, dancing, and crafts did some caseworkers begin to explore their uses in practice. And even then, services were conceived in terms of “group therapy” or “group casework” rather than group work.

In keeping with these trends, conceptions about group work practice were subject to revision. In 1949 the AAGW published its official definition of group work, which asserted:
 The group worker enables various types of groups to function in such a way that both group interaction and program activities contribute to the growth of the individual and the achievement of desirable goals [Coyle, 1955b, pp. 61-62].


The objectives were in keeping with the wide range of interests: The emphasis was on personal growth, adjusting individuals to other individuals, groups, and society; motivating individuals toward the improvement of society; and recognition by the individual of his own rights and abilities and the differences of others.

But by 1956 a different definition was to be issued by the Commission of Social Work Practice of the newly created NASW, which clearly reflected the expanded interest in the treatment aspects of practice. Group work was defined in this way:
 A service to groups where the primary purpose is to help members improve their social adjustment, and the secondary purpose is to help the group achieve objectives approved by society…. The definition assumes that the members of groups receiving social group work services have adjustment problems. It further assumes that there is a diagnostic process through which the worker is aware of the nature of the problems of the members, and that the programming in the group is determined by the findings of the diagnosis…. The skills used in this process are acquired through application of a wide variety of knowledge in clinical training of social group work field instruction [Hartford, 1964, pp. 75-76; Wilson, 1956].


Less than one-fifth of the membership of the group work section agreed with the narrowness of this statement. The University of Pittsburgh group work faculty, responding to the changing emphasis, was later moved to develop its position paper reaffirming social action as an essential component in group work.

The lack of group work personnel to meet the new demands for providing group work services in treatment settings added to the controversy. In 1959, Robert Vinter wrote that group work was in a “near crisis situation” stemming from a shortage of trained workers. The overcommitment of the profession to “socialization” and “consumption” functions needed, he argued, to be redirected toward “integrative” functions dealing with problems of adjustment in personal and social relations. In a similar vein, Raymond Fisher (1959) argued that group work had ceased to be practiced directly in most group service agencies and that the direct application of group treatment skills used in treatment settings required that group work become treatment-focused.

And so as group work entered the 1960s and 1970s, it was clear that it had dropped the emphasis on education and had become identified with social work with a concomitant emphasis on treatment and rehabilitation. Democratic participation and social change remained somewhat in the background as attention was fixed on social development, growth, and adjustment through selected group experiences. The varying perspectives persisted, however, and set the stage for the proliferation of formulations that followed.

RECENT TRENDS AND PERSPECTIVES: 1960s AND 1970s

The most recent period in the history of group work is characterized by the development and refinement of differing conceptual models of practice. Some reflect increased interest in methods and techniques, developing specific treatment goals, systematizing worker interventions, and evaluating outcomes; others place less emphasis on techniques and empirical testing, and instead advance humanistic commitments to personal growth and self-actualization.

Assessing Purposes and Functions

Although by this time the search for an identity had slackened, it had not ended, and questions regarding purposes and functions remained. The effort to define a unitary practice continued for a period largely through the efforts of the Group Work Section of the NASW. Acting on a recommendation of the retiring AAGW board, a major statistical study of the membership was conducted to get an accurate picture of actual practice in the field. The findings, not unexpectedly, revealed that there was still little agreement about the purposes of group work; questions were still being raised about how it fitted into the larger social work picture. Subsequently, the Committee on Practice of the Group Work Section (Hartford, 1964) worked on developing a frame of reference that drew materials largely from individual position papers. There was some agreement for each of the following major purposes: (1) corrective—to provide restorative or remedial experiences in instances where there has been social and personal dysfunction or breakdown of individuals or within social situations; (2) preventive—to prevent personal and social breakdown where there is danger of deterioration; (3) normal growth and development—to facilitate the normal growth and development processes of individual members, particularly during certain stressful periods in the life cycle; (4) personal enhancement—to achieve a greater measure of self-fulfillment and personal enhancement through meaningful and stimulating interpersonal relations; and (5) citizen responsibility and participation—to inculcate democratic values among group members as they are helped to become responsibly involved as individuals and members of groups, as active participants in society.

The statement called attention to many ideological differences that continued to exist between those who would limit group work services to normal individuals and groups and those who would limit it to those in need of corrective or treatment services. In reflecting on the frustrating process, Gertrude Wilson (1976) voiced this opinion:
 To date, no one has succeeded in formulating a mutually agreed-upon statement of the purpose and function of group work … progress is not made by the formulation of ideal definitions into which bits of practice are to be fitted. Perhaps greater progress could be made by studying and analyzing the actual behavior of social workers in group situations; from this it might be possible to identify the elements of social work methods in serving groups [p. 39].


The impact of group work’s identification with social work was also seen as a mixed blessing. In his assessment, Schwartz (1959) pointed out how it lent strength and discipline by providing a professional identity that went beyond any single agency or movement and offered a clearer and more distinct sense of function and purpose. It strengthened the movement toward developing a more conscious method of working, supervising, and recording practice. It also added to the awareness of psychodynamic concepts of human behavior. On the other hand, the identification tended, Schwartz pointed out, gradually to disengage group workers from “some of their most fruitful professional and theoretical connections.” Following casework in embracing the Freudian orientation led to a dampening of “the spirit of inquiry” that characterized early efforts to seek many sources of knowledge and insight and resulted in many instances in an “uncritical acceptance of a single explanation of human behavior” (p. 124).

Recent Behavioral Science Influences

Recently, group work, like social work as a whole, has renewed the quest for additional sources of knowledge in developing effective practice models. The influence of systems theory, behavioralism, and existentialism were particularly apparent. Drawing from general systems theory (Bertalanffy, 1968; Hearn, 1969), as well as from the more familiar social system theories (Parsons, 1951), writers have looked for generalized principles to help cut across the specialized traditional domains and have added to an understanding of the essential sameness of phenomena, whether they be physical, biological, or social in nature. The system perspective called attention to the ways interactions are patterned, taking on varying forms as subparts and larger wholes within a network of mutually influencing relationships. The view increased an appreciation for the creative and adaptive potential of individuals within functioning, changing systems. For, contrary to the belief that social systems represented closed stable entities, they were seen more accurately to “thrive on change”—to generate, elaborate, and reconstruct patterns of meanings and actions and interactions (Buckley, 1967).

There is growing interest, particularly in the problem-oriented approaches, in applying behavioral concepts and sociobehavioral theories in group work. Focusing primarily on observable responses, behavioralists maintain that all behavior can be explained in terms of conditioning, which is viewed simply as a teaching—learning process whether stemming from Skinner’s operant conditioning, the classical conditioning of Pavlov, or the counter-conditioning procedures of Wolpe (Brück, 1968). The sociobehavioral approach (Thomas, 1977) is seen to be particularly promising, inasmuch as it combines experiences from social work practice and other helping professions with empirically tested knowledge and techniques from behavioral modification, social psychology, and other behavioral sciences. The focus in group treatment continues to be on developing practice techniques that manipulate reinforcing or aversive stimuli in group sessions, characteristically aimed at helping group members behave differently in specific problematic situations (Frankel and Classer, 1974).

Existentialism constitutes still another area of developing interest. Unlike psychoanalysis, which constitutes a more or less united school, existentialism is rather a way of thinking with broad applicability. In its widest sense it is concerned not with formulating and achieving goals but with the essence of man’s existence, the meaning of life’s purposes and goals. Insofar as it stresses the achievement of the fullest potential in man, it certainly is not new to group work, although the renewed emphasis it places on human freedoms, choice, and individual responsibility takes on new significance with the development of group work models. In contrast to other approaches, existential thinking holds that human behavior cannot be understood in quantifiable, formalistic terms and that human interaction is not predictable but emerges as individuals are freed to “become” themselves.

On the occasion of the Tenth Anniversary Symposium of NASW in 1965, Margaret Hartford (1966) summarized certain trends that had taken place in group work over the decade. Interest in pursuing treatment and rehabilitative objectives continued to spread as group work moved into correctional and therapeutic settings and into programs that had traditionally been reserved for casework and individual counseling. Group work was increasingly seen as a distinctive method, with a developing theory of its own, separate from agency settings, organizations, and fields of service. In addition, some group work tools, such as “professional relationships,” “program media,” and “verbalization,” were beginning to be seen as separate from the group work method itself. Although the main thrust had been in concept development and theory building, Hartford noted that only “bits and pieces of work” were under way, which was not nearly enough.

During this period a number of textbooks dealing with both the general and specific aspects of practice appeared. Konopka (1963) sought to pull together existing knowledge about group work and present it as “a whole piece of cloth.” Northen (1969) provided a “psychosocial” view of group work and emphasized the need for a unified theory of social work practice. Alan Klein (1970), on the other hand, offered his book as a supplement to existing literature to counteract monolithic theories. Uniquely, Ruth Middleman (1968) called attention to the importance of programming in group work and contributed to the development of a theoretical base for using nonverbal media with groups. And finally, Hartford’s Groups in Social Work (1972) continued the process of integrating social science knowledge of small group processes with changing practices begun years before by Grace Coyle.

Collections of papers were also beginning to appear which contributed to theory-building by stressing differing formulations of practice. Faculty members at the Boston University School of Social Work published two volumes under Saul Bernstein’s (1965; 1970) editorship, which explored theories dealing with group development, group composition, goal setting, decision-making, and so forth. Robert Vinter and his associates (1967) at the University of Michigan School of Social Work, representing a problem-oriented approach, published a series of papers that relied heavily on use of scientific methods in diagnosing, assessing, and systematizing intervention in selectively identified problem areas. A more comprehensive volume (Classer, Sarri, and Vinter, 1974) expanded on the use of social and behavioral sciences in the continuing effort to systematize sociobehavioral treatment methods. Similarly, Sheldon Rose (1973; 1977) developed a fairly comprehensive behavioral approach to group treatment based on a combination of group dynamics, learning theory, and behavioral modification techniques. Using a humanistic framework, Tropp (1969) offered a collection of papers that emphasized the use of groups in normal growth and development for self-actualization for democratic responsibility. William Schwartz and Serapio Zalba (1971) edited a collection of papers dealing with theory and practice within both an existential and systems-theory framework.

It was perhaps inevitable that the proliferation of formulations would stimulate interest in identifying and classifying the varying models and approaches. Schwartz (1964) identified the medical, scientific and organic approaches. Vinter (1965) noted the successive emphasis given to democratic decentralization; to educational and socialization goals; and to treatment or rehabilitative approaches. Papell and Rothman (1966) later distinguished between the “social goals,” “remedial,” and “reciprocal” models. Inspired by an earlier volume that sought to codify case work theory, Robert Roberts and Helen Northen (1976) edited a collection of no less than ten distinctive theoretical orientations variously labeled generic, organization, psychosocial, functional, mediating, development, task-centered, socialization, crisis-intervention and problem-solving.

Ever since the Group, which had done so much to disseminate knowledge about group work practice, was discontinued in 1955, the lack of an adequate organ of communication for group workers has been sorely felt. There is some hope, however, that a new journal, Social Work with Groups: A Journal of Community and Clinical Practice, will help to fill the void. The trend continues in the direction of developing generic approaches. Interestingly enough, the editorial policy statement takes little notice of social group work as such. The Journal is to be used “as a vehicle of communication for the several sectors of our profession wherein the small group heritage and the building of knowledge and skills of group practice are embodied” (Papell and Rothman, 1978, p. 4).

But the forces for reversing this trend may already be at work. In fact, in the very same issue of the Journal, Emmanuel Tropp raises the persistent question: “Whatever Happened to Group Work?”
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2 Some Basic Assumptions About Social Group Work
 Prior to her death in 1962, Grace L. Coyle was Professor of Social Work at the School of Applied Social Science, Western Reserve University, Cleveland, Ohio.


Grace L. Coyle

Social group work as one of the types of social work practice grows out of a certain recognition of the needs of people in our society and some experience with the ways of meeting them. It is necessary to make a distinction between the functions of the social services and the development of the practice of social work as one and probably the most essential method involved in their administration.

Among the functions of the social services are included the provision of income maintenance by a variety of relief services, the family and child welfare services, institutional care for dependent children, old people, the chronically ill and others, social services for the physically and mentally ill or handicapped and the provision under community auspices, public and private, of recreation and informal education aimed at the constructive use of our increasing leisure time. Some of the latter services have grown up especially in low income or disorganized areas which provided few physical facilities or opportunities for leisure time activities and some have been centered primarily on the needs of particular age groups—children and youth, for example, or more recently old people.

Social group work as a defined method developed first in settlements and community centers in low income areas and in the youth serving agencies. As the method has grown, especially in the last ten years, social group workers have been employed in the social service departments of hospitals and clinics and in a variety of institutions for the ill, for dependent children or old people and in therapeutic camps and similar situations.
 

From Marjorie Murphy, The Social Group Work Method in Social Work Education, vol. 11 of the Curriculum Study (New York: Council on Social Work Education, 1959), pp. 88-105. Reprinted with permission.
 

All such social services are rooted in the sense of responsibility which a democratic society has for making provision by collective effort for the needs which the society itself produces or which it comes to recognize. The development of social work as a professional practice grew up out of an increasing recognition that the needs creating the social services were not only needs for more income, for food, shelter and clothing, or for medical or custodial care. The turning point in the development of social work came with the recognition that accompanying such needs, sometimes as cause and sometimes as effect, were problems in psychosocial relations.1 It became clear that the major skill in addition to the organization and administration of the services themselves lay in an understanding of these psychosocial relations and in the ability of the worker to use his relationship to the client in ways which contributed to psychological health as well as to efficient administration. Improvement came to be seen both in movement toward self maintenance and independence and also in a socially acceptable relation to others and to society itself. Obviously the values so defined and their evolution into the professional goals of the social worker are beyond the compass of this paper, but it seems clear that social work practice has always these two dimensions—the provision of some type of social service, usually defined as the function of an agency, and secondly the “helping process” so called, by which the worker administers the service in part through the relationship he establishes with the client.

This basis of social work as a professional practice is introduced here because it will, I believe, clarify the development and function of social group work. Case work as a definable practice grew up entangled in the functions of the various social services which social workers administered, particularly in public assistance, family and child welfare, medical and psychiatric social service. The significance of the Milford Conference lies in the recognition it brought that although the functions of the agencies differed, the practice itself had common characteristics and that those characteristics focused around relationships between client and worker.2

About a decade after this development of casework, i.e., in the early 1920’s, a similar recognition appeared among workers in settlements, community centers and youth serving agencies that while the services and the programs of these agencies differed, there were in fact many and basic similarities in the skills and goals of such workers which were visible and definable. This sprang up simultaneously in several centers (especially New York, Cleveland and Chicago) and, so far as I know, in large part independently of developments in casework.

The similarity consisted of the realization that significant relations existed between members of the agency groups and between leaders of such groups and their members. The attempt to discover and define these relationships and to examine how professional workers should be trained for such services led, during the 1920’s and 1930’s, to the development of group work as a part of social work and the decision in the 1940’s that training for it should be in schools of social work. Here too the function of agencies and programs had to be disentangled from the relationships involved, and both function and relationships had to be defined in terms of the skills, goals and values which should guide the behavior of such professional workers.
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