Groups  Development and Group Processes
Group Development

Vernelle (1990: 28-34) notes that there are a number of stages through which it is believed groups pass. These have been noted by Tuckman (year) whose researches in pursuit of  predictable effectiveness in teams is often reduced to the trite-but-memorable “Forming”, “Storming”, “Norming” and “Performing” continuum (see, for example,  www.businesballs). A view arising from a groupwork practice focus echoes some of Tuckman’s stages. Based  by Vernelle (1990: 29) on the work of Garland, Jones and Kolodny (in Bernstein, 1972), the stages are: 
1) Pre-Affiliation (Forming): First-meeting anxiety expressed as quiet politeness, slight, nervous chatter, more energy in receiving ideas than in carrying them out. Looking to the leader for structure. In this uncomfortable paralysis, some group members seek allies and make bids for power. This leads to:
2) Power and Control (Storming): Characterised by disputes for status and control of the group, testing boundaries, rejecting (even expelling) the leader. In all this unpleasantness, a set of rules tends to be promoted and fought over as individuals seek to impose their personal norms on the group. This is a really uncomfortable time for the leader – who may be seen as a scapegoat. Anyway, somehow, a set of rules to which all can agree often emerges from the process.
3) Move to intimacy (Norming): Marked by increased agreement about norms; emotional closeness emerges between members and with the leader – for whose approval there may be some competition. Despite this, there is greater openness in the group with, for example, greater personal disclosure. Not all is positive: People can become so comfortable that they (possibly unconsciously) exclude newcomers and are seen as cliques, and the leader may lose sight of the task in their relief at the group’s progress. Group pressure may stifle dissenting voices, and rivalry about relationships does not ever die away completely.
4) Differentiation (Performing): People are able to focus on the task within the security of a trusted group; often their point of reference is the group itself – it’s a great place to be and to develop personal and group effectiveness. They are attached (group cohesion) to one another, and leadership is shared according to talents, so that the leader can be seen as almost redundant and can best work in a supporting role – and in preparing the group for its final demise …
5) Separation (Mourning): For groups which have achieved differentiation, closure and separation can be as sad and dislocating as ending a significant 1:1 relationship. This is particularly so when the fact of limited life has been hidden from a group. It may be appropriate to arrange someway in which the group’s accomplishments and historic highlights can be acknowledged. Endings need to be managed with care, thus avoiding the disturbing and disturbed reactions which can otherwise result.
Group Processes

Wilfred Bion (Bion, 1961) believed (from reflection on long experience) that groups experience the effects of a number of unconscious and irrational basic assumptions which have  to be worked through each time they  appear – which they do repeatedly. Using Vernelle’s excellent contraction (Vernelle,1994: 35) the assumptions are: 

“Dependency:  The whole group behaves as if it totally dependent upon the all-powerful leader. 

Pairing: two group members are drawn together on the assumption that they can produce a away of getting rid of the leader and take the group over or substitute their own nominee

Fight and/or flight: the only way of behaving seems to be either to fight the leader or fly from the group.

An observation tool – where is your group?

Krouwel’s  Patent Observometer ®

W.G. Krouwel, September 2011
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