Theoretical Foundations of Social Group Work


             Ann Bergart, Ph.D., LCSW

SSA 62300








        
MANAGING  GROUP  CONFLICT
Quote_for  the  day: "Unmanaged conflict leads to chaos while submerged conflict results in apathy or passive aggressive behavior1 (Reid, 1997, P. 61).
• We are often afraid of conflict in our groups, and tend to deny it, smooth it over, shut it down, etc.  We need to remember that:
1. Conflict is normal is groups; it comes about as members try to get their needs met, deal with their discomfort, reach their goals, get attention, etc.
2. Many clients are in groups exactly because they have trouble dealing with conflict in their relationships, so they need to learn how to deal with conflict.
3. Anger at the leader is inevitable, as members find out the leader does not have ail the answers and the members will have to work on finding solutions.
4. Helping a group to constructively work through conflict with each other and with the leader leads to growth.
5. Avoiding or denying conflict is usually destructive.
6. Research has demonstrated that groups that deal with conflict are more productive, work harder at problem solving, and are more committed to the decisions they make (Cowger, 1979).
• Group workers need to identify what frightens us about dealing with conflict in groups.  Understanding our own fears can help us empathize with group members. Some frequent fears are:
            1.  If conflict is emerging I must be doing a poor job in leading this group.
2. The group will be destroyed if we look at this conflict.
3.  I will be attacked by the group.
4. Members will attack each other.
5.  I wouldn’t know what to do.  I will be seen as incompetent.
• Destructive consequences can indeed result from conflict, but typically only if the leader is not being helpful. What is key is that the leader be able to help the group explore and work through conflict, which lead to growth.  
• Follett (1942) suggested that there are three approaches to resolving conflict:
1. domination: one side wins
2. compromise: negotiate a solution
3. integration: everyone wins
• Reid (1997) offers these strategies for conflict management:
1.
establish norms
2.
deal in the here-and-now
3.
keep calm
4.
explore differences
5.
affirm conflict
6.
monitor communications
7.
confront constructively
8.
remain nondefensive
• Cowger (1979) suggests five practice principles related to conflict management in groups:
1. Confront & deal with conflict; don't avoid it.
a. establish a norm that conflict is all right
b. make clear that the expression of strong feelings is accepted
c. keep members talking about the conflict
d. identify signs of conflict (non-verbal behavior, etc.) that members
    may not be aware of
e. make sure there is enough initial cohesion in a young group to allow
    them to tackle a conflict
f. don't explore a conflict near the end of a meeting; allow sufficient
   time to work on it
g. help the group stay at a manageable tension level; help them not
   get overwhelmed with affect
2. Structure intervention to enable group interaction which avoids win / lose          situations
a. help members respect each others' differences
b. help members get their messages across so that others can hear
c. point out common ground
d. partialize the conflict
3. Clarify & interpret the process

a. help, members to correct their distortions / misperceptions about each
other's positions
b. help members arrive at a mutual, specific definition of the problem


c. help members find areas of agreement and disagreement
d. clarify what triggered the conflict
4.  Maintain a relationship with the whole group 


a. define the problem as a group problem
b. once the members who are directly involved have worked on their conflict,   invite members who are not directly involved to participate with their ideas about resolving the conflict, their reactions to observing it, etc.

5.  Set standards / ground rules
a. some norms give structure to the process and protection to members 

b. don't develop more "rules" than necessary!
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