CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Transitions ¢
y i t Grou S Ending and Transition Phase

in Groups
Group lllustrations

A Termination Session: The
Worker Leaving the Group

"

i the ending and

"he dyvnamics and skills involved i . N
e ere discussed in detail in

ition phase for individuals w.
: g::zt:ar 6?AII of these processes aPply equally t‘o_work
with groups. Following a review of the .endmg and‘ tra.nSItchrJI
phase, this chapter illustrates the variations th'at .arlse in group
work. The chapter concludes with a full description c.>f a group
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Ending and Transition Phase in Groups

The ending stages of work with individuals, described in detail in Chapter 6, are also
apparent in group sessions. The general stages of the ending phase include the
following:

¢ Denial

* Indirect and direct expressions of anger
* Mourning

s Trying it on for size

¢ The farewell-party syndrome

Denial

First comes the denial of the ending, in which group members appear to ignore the
imminent end of the group. This is related to the general difficulty of facing feelings
in all areas of our lives associated with the ending of important relationships. In the
group context, the members are ending with the leaders—whom they have experi-
enced as caring and supportive professionals—as well as ending with the other mem-
bers. If the reader will recall the married couples’ group led by this author that was
illustrated in previous.chapters, a number of excerpts revealed how close members
were able to become to one another as they shared their life experiences. About half-
way through this group, held in a room in the Health Science Center at the Univer-
sity of British Columbia in Vancouver, Canada, I discovered that the group members
were getting together for coffee in the cafeteria after the regular session ended. The
mutual-aid process had created a bond between these five couples—so different in
their ages, life experiences, and social situations—that was also coming to an end.
The group had become a safe place where they could get help with their difficult fam-
ily struggles. They would be losing the workers, but they would also be losing one
another.

Anger

Denial is often followed by anger about the ending, which emerges in direct and
indirect forms and is often focused on the worker, who group members feel is
abandoning them. At times, conflict between members of a group during this
phase of work is actually an indirect way of expressing anger toward the worker. In
an example from a children’s group in a school setting, one worker describes the
session that follows the one in which he told the group he must leave in a few
weeks. There is no response in that session; the members continue with their
activities as if they had not heard. The group had been established for boys who
were in trouble for fighting and other forms of acting-out behavior. Over the course
of the school year, they had moved into being able to talk about their issues, such
as their anger at teachers and parents, rather than acting them out through
negative behaviors. At the start of the session the week after the announcement of
the worker’s departure, the boys appeared to regress and began acting out, fight-
ing, and not responding to the worker’s efforts to set limits. At one point, in a
symbolic action, the internal leader of the group put masking tape over his mouth,
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back to their discussion as if they had not heard me. When this happened a third
time, I realized they were getting ready to graduate and would no longer have a
professor to help them out. They would need to depend more heavily on their
colleagues, and 1 could see that they were trying this on for size. I commented on
this by pointing out what I thought was happening. They turned, looked at me,
and then went right back to their conversation. I realized I needed to just sit back

and watch and to be pleased with how they had learned to depend on and use ane
another.

Farewell-Party Syndrome

Finally, in the farewell-party syndrome, group members appear to protect the group
by avoiding its negative aspects. The group leader may ask for feedback on how the
group has functioned: What were the positives, and what were the negatives? How
had the group leader done, and how well had the members accomplished their
goals? When the feedback is almost all positive, this is a sign of the farewell party—
no group is always great. The group leader needs to reach for the negatives so
that the group members do not "pad” the experience by only reflecting on the
positives,

It is also not unusual for group members to suggest throwing an actual farewell
party in an attempt to avoid the pain of the ending. The reader can reflect on his or
her own experiences of leaving of a job, or perhaps when a colleague left, and a good-
bye party was given on the last day. Gifts, funny stories, and, at times, an almost
forced hilarity are common. What is often left out is 2 discussion of the loss that
accompanies the staff member leaving. [ am not arguing against a good, old-fashioned
farewell party; however, it should not be a substitute for saying good-bye. Imagine
the staff group in a residential center for children in the child welfare system, and the
parailel process becomes clearer. Loss is central to the issues faced by the children—
they may have already lost their parents, siblings, home, and so on—and needs to be
addressed by the staff. Losing a staff member is another loss for some of these children.

Unless staff members address their own feelings, they may not be able to address
those of the children.

Worker Strategies With Regard to Ending

Worker strategies for dealing with endings in group work are similar to those described
in work with individual clients and families. They are as follows:
[ ]

The worker should bring the ending to the group members’ attention early,
thereby atlowing the ending process to be established.

The stages should be pointed out as the group experiences them, with the

worker reaching for the indirect cues and articulating the processes taking
place: denial, anger, mourning, and so on.

Because the group ending has meaning for the worker as well, he or she
should bring persenal feelings and recollections to the group.

Discussion of the ending feelings should be encouraged, with the worker
participating fully in the exchange of both positive and negative reactions.

The worker should aiso help the group members be specific as they evaluate
their work together. For example, when a member says, “It was a great
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Group Illustrations

group!” the worker should ask, “What was it about the group that made it
great?”
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intimacy and loss related to the illness. Note that the worker brings the group mem-
bers back to their own endings in the here-and-now of the group experience.

Patients With Multiple Sclerosis

WORKER: As you know, 1 only meet with you one more time after today. You all will
continue to meet until June. What are your thoughts about the group ending in
a couple of months?

Bos: [ am not looking forward to the summer because of the hot weather . . . it
makes my MS flare up.

ALBERT: 1 know . . . I always feel tired and run down when it gets too hot. And then
the group breaks up and I don’t have anyone to really talk to about my MS. |
used to look forward to the summer, but now [ almost dread it.

Bos: I'm going to miss everyone too. [ don’t have anyone to talk to either. My wife
is great, but she doesn’t really understand what | am feeling.

WoRkER: Do you guys keep in touch even when the group is not meeting during
the summer months?

ALBERT: Not 1eally . ..
FRED: 1 talk to Rob from the other group pretty regularly.

Bos: Albert, you live not too far from me. We should get together once in a while

this summer. Or at least talk on the phone.

ALBERT: | like that idea . . . I do want to stay in touch.

James: (Who has been quiet up to this point) | used to dance and run track . . . and
now I can’t anymore. People look at me like I'm weird.

Bog: [ always liked to dance too.

WORKER: James, you said people look at you weird. What do you mean by that?
How does that make you feel?

James: I get mad because I am not weird. I am just in a wheelchair. They don’t know
what I used to be able to do. All they see is what I look like on the outside.

WoRkeR: You're right. Strangers do not know who you are or what you are like, as
we do. They don’t know you as a person, and it isn't fair that they should judge
you by your appearance or being in a wheelchair.

FreD: That'’s the trouble—no one can see the MS. They can’t see the pain we feel in
our legs or the burning we have in our joints.

ALBERT: (Who is one of the members whose MS is not as extreme; he still walks)
People don’t even know anything is wrong with me because [ am not in a
wheelchair. But I still experience the MS symptoms. When they flare up, I get
tired and sometimes walk off-balance, like I am drunk or something.

WoRKER: It must be hard for you, Albert, because people cannot see your illness,
and they may not understand when you try to eiplain your physical symptoms.

ALBERT: Yeah, that happens a lot. When people find out I have MS, they don'’t be-
lieve me, because I am not in a wheelchair and they automatically associate MS
with being in a wheelchair.

Frep: [ went through that a tot when I was first diagnosed. I fought going into this
wheelchair for as long as [ could. 1 was lucky to be able to work until 1 was 60.
But a short time after 1 retired, I had to get the chair.

JaMes: Yeah . . . when I first got those symptoms, the military police on base used to
stop me to ask if [ was drunk because 1 staggered so much. That’s when I first

realized something was wrong. And then it just kept getting worse until I wound
up in this wheelchair,
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WogkEr: Thank you. That’s nice to hear. I've really enjoyed being a part of this
group and getting to know all of you. (The time was up, and we finished by
saying good-bye and talking about meeting again in 2 weeks.)

As the ending approaches, there is alwa
and the worker that needs to be explored.
on the theme with children’s groups.

ys unfinished business between the group
In the next example, we see the variation

Children’s Group in an Elementary School As pointed out earlier in the chapter,
sometimes the expression of anger can emerge indirectly as acting out. This is partic-
ularly true of endings in children’s groups, as the members seem to revert to the be-

haviors exhibited in the beginning sessions. In the following illustration, a student

worker returned after a 2-week absence from her group of grade-school children who
had been meeting with her ever

y week because of their trouble in school. The group
had only 2 weeks left before its

last meeting. The worker reached for the cues of the
anger expressed in the children’s behavior,

The children were sitting in the middle of the room in a circle waiting for me.
This was different from usual. There was a big table at the back of the room,
and we usually sat around it. The boys started cheering and clapping when

I came in. I said hello and told them that I'was glad to see them too. I had
missed them, and it was good to be back. They asked me a lot of questions
about where | had been, what I had done, and so on, and I had to give them a
rather detailed description of my vacation. After a while of this joking around,
I said that it had been a long time since i-had seen them last, and I asked what
Was new,

They started talking about Chang, the Chinese boy in the class whom they
hated, and how they had beaten him up. While I was trying to get the story
straight about what had happened, a couple of the kids started becoming
rowdy and rude, cutting one another off more than usual and cutting me off,
too. I was surprised because, although they had the habit of interrupting one
another, and me as well, they had never been so belligerent. George continued
telling me about the fight he had with Chang, and how he had given him a
bloody nose and sent him to the hospital for stitches. (I later found out the
stitches part of the story was exaggerated.) Warren, Bobby, and a couple of
others joined in, and they all proudly described in detail the way they had
beaten Chang up.

I wanted to remark on this and finally had to tell them to hold it, I wanted
to say something. They quieted down a bit, and I finally was able to say what [
had wanted—that I couldn’t get over how excited and proud they were about

what they did to Chang, and I asked them why they did it. They totally ignored
my question and continued in depth about the fight,

I waited for a while and tried again to say something,
I couldn’t finish my sentence. There was a Iot of horsing
tinued extolling the merits of beating Chang up. I tried t
cut off. I let them continue for a couple of minutes and kept quiet. Finally, I was
able to ask them what was happening. I said that I got the feeling they were
mad at me because they wouldn’t let me speak. Jimmy nodded yes. Costa said,
“We've wasted time, we've spent enough time talking about Chang, we only
have a half hour left and then next week and that’s all.” T said that I thought
maybe they were angry at me because T went away for 2 weeks, and maybe the

but they were so noisy,
around, and they con-
0 speak but kept getting
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in the transition.

In addition to unfinished-business with the worker, groups face unfinished busi-
ness among members during the last sessions. These issues, particularly the negative
feelings, often emerge only toward the end of the group. Workers tend to pass over
these issues to end the group on a high note. However, the worker who trusts the

group will encourage exploration of the negative feelings as well as the positive ones,
as illustrated in the next example.

Male Batterers’ Group In the following illustration, the worker encouraged group
members to share negative reactions to the helping efforts so they could avoid the
farewell-party syndrome. The worker asked the group, “How can I be more helpful to
groups in the future?” The group was composed of men who had been violent with
their wives or the women they had lived with. The members responded to the work-

er's first question by referring to a coworker, who was not present. Note how the
worker brings the discussion back to himself.

WORKER: What I want to ask you is, what do you think I could have done better?
What did I do that I shouldn’t have done? I would like some feedback about me
in relationship to the group and what's been going on here.

CHARLES: | always felt like he (the coworker) was giving me the third degree, but at
the same time it brought out answers that probably wouldn’t have come out
any other time. I didn't feel like he was pushing, but at the same time he asked
penetrating questions. And you had a choice, you could either lie about them or
you could just fade out and go around them—or tell the truth; most of the time,

instead of hiding it, I would answer his questions, and I think I got a lot more
said that way than talking on my own.

WorkEer: Do you think I could have asked more questions?

CHARLES: Yeah, you could have, but . . . T don’t like criticizing.

ALAN: | don't see where you could have asked that many more questions. I think
you've done well at bringing things out. It always takes somebody to start it . . .
and I think you've tried to get it going,

CHARLES: Yeah.

ALAN: | think it has slipped quite a few times, but I don’t think that is necessarily
your responsibility; I think that’s the group’s responsibility.

CHARLES: Yeah. For some reason, we did seem to digress quite often, I felt. But |
think it’s my responsibility just as much as it is yours. Alan thought maybe we
could have talked about some things more.

WorkEer: How do you mean “slipped?” Do you mean we got off the topic?
CHARLES: Yeah.

BEN: We used to bullshit a lot!

ALaN: But [ feel that's really good, because you have to be comfortable with the
people you're talking with, therefore you have to bullshit sometimes. You have
to get off the subject in order to get back onto it because we always manage to
get back onto the topics. I think it’s good to get off the subject—it’s a rest . . .

Ben: I'm just questioning how much we do, that’s all.

ALAN: Yeah, well, we did quite a bit . . . but I think we got things done.

CHARLES: But we always noticed it, eh? If it got carried too far, one of the group would
say something about it, but I think it helped in a way because it made things
more relaxed. We weren't always discussing somebody’s hang-up or anything.
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WorkER: | won't say that I don’t mind being criticized because | do—(laughter) OK!

But at the same time, I recognize that . . . Larry (Shulman), the consultant in
this outfit, says, “We make mistakes, we learn from those, and then we make
more sophisticated mistakes”—that kind of thing. I need that kind of input, not
only for me as an individual, but for other guys who are going to be leading

these groups.
CuarLgs: Well, I think y

stage yet.
WORKER: YOu e
CHARrLES: No, you're just making the everyday,

WORKER: Like what?
Crarces: 1 don't know, 1 haven't noticed you making any mistakes.

WorkER: What would you like to see me doing differently?

Ben: Going back to what I said earlier this evening about becoming more aware of
how pervasive (maybe) this anger is, how it manifests itself in different ways,
and one way is just kind of a sense of being uptight. And it seems to me that the
only way I'm gonna change is that I first have to become somehow aware.

I mean, [ don’t know how you ask questions to help another person become
aware, but ] think that’s the kind of question that is helpful, and maybe you
could have asked more of those. Now, specifically, I can’t say, because [ don’t
have a firm grasp on that. Do you (turning to John) have any idea of what ! am

talking about?
Joun: Yes. Maybe we a
think so. If I could

WoRKER: | agree with that.
Ben: And I'm not sophisticated enough, I guess, to have penetrating questions . ...

ot to draw out . . . to help me become aware, I guess that takes . .. first of all,
that you have the knowledge or something and being able to see more than 1
can-—or at least have an idea, so that you can ask the questions that will help
me rather than telling me, but help me become aware of what, you know,
uh. . . . Because I'm just seeing now that I don’t think I'm very aware of all the
waves in my life—and [ don’t know why, but I think it's important that I gain
that knowledge for myself. I'm not sure how to go about it. Because Idon't
think that my being is just going to change in the sense of my violence toward
women—not just toward women; I think it has to change in other areas, and it
will carry over. (Pause.)
WORKER: (Speaking to Alan).l was really moved when you talked about your feeling
of being set up, and you were obviously very upset talking about it. Maybe |
could have reached a bit more, don't know, helped you get in touch with . . -
ALAN: Yeah, T think that you might have, and I probably showed it too, because |
was uptight that night, [ was getting into it—1 think maybe you should have
pushed me a little more. It was a very touchy subject for me, because it's a
helpless . . . I never really had a totally helpless feeling in my entire life; Tve
always been able to do something about it, but this is one thing that I can do
nothing about. Every time 1 try, it gets worse, and the frustration that comes
from that really gets me. I get hit by this almost every day . . . the feeling that

I can do nothing.
By making a-demand for work, the worker demonstrated that he really wanted
the feedback, and the members responded. Of course, the worker had to have enough

ou’re all right then—you haven’t reached the sophisticated

an I'm just making the gross mistakes?! (Laughter.)
ordinary ones.

re putting too much responsibility on the worker? T don't
do everything myself, | wouldn't be here in a group.
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Session Excerpt
This was the last session of this particular group, and it fell on the last day of my

internship, about a week before graduation. | had had most of these men in previous
groups and gotten to know everyone pretty well throughout the entire year. The last
few sessions before this final session had been rocky, and we had experienced a
good amount of conflict between the coleaders and members, as well as conflict
among the members. One theme that | was profoundly aware of as this group came
to a close was a sense of frustration and anger at the way they were treated by one
another and by prison staff, and the way they have been and-anticipate being
viewed by society. | never felt like that theme was appropriately addressed in any of
the groups, and | feit | should try before | left. At the end of the session, | thanked
thern for letting me be a part of their group and shared with them an e-mail | wrote
that | reflected on my experience at the setting. | feel that sharing the whole email
ended up being beneficial to the group and to me, but the part that | feel made the

biggest impact was the following:

WoRkER: (Reading from her e-mail) | didn’t expect that | would have intelligent
conversations about philosophy, politics, literature, and current events in a
prison, of all places, and with inmates, of ail people. But that’s just it. Now |
see that these guys are so much more than simply “inmates” or “burdens of
the state.” The men that I've had the pleasure of knowing are just that: men,
There's not been one person that I've talked to that fits the stereotypical

image of inmates as heartless monsters.

It was at this point that | saw different expressions of emotions that weren't typi-
cal of any other group session | had co-led. Some men had tears in their eyes; others
changed their body posture and bowed their heads, while others made attempts to
hide any emotion. When | was doneg, | told them that | sincerely meant what |
shared, and that I.knew they all were able to do great things.

Adult Female Survivors of Childhood Sexual Abuse: Endings Over Time Asthe pre-
vious examples illustrated, the ending and transition phase of a group takes place
over time. The stages ate noticeable during the last three of four sessions for an ongo-
ing group, beginning with the wotker’s reminder that the group is coming to an end.
The next example provides,excerpts from the last six sessions of a group for adult
survivors of childhood sexual abuse.

The members of this group all experienced oppression on many levels. They were
all sexually exploited as children, most often by people whom they knew and should
have been able to trust. As women, they continued to experience oppression in
relation to their gender. Some of the members were Hispanic and faced racism,
which—when combined with sexism—strongly affected their lives. Finally, some
were lesbians or bisexual, which also placed them in a group that commonly experi-
ences prejudice and-oppression.-Thus, all of the group members carried a great deal
of pain and internalization of their oppression.

As the group members moved into their ending and
reviewed and evaluated their work together, note their courage, their !
another, and their social worker’s conviction about their inherent streng
to survive oppression but to overcome it and fight it. In many ways, the wo i
group followed the three developmental stages described in Chapters 1 and 2,

which oppressed people attempt to free themselves from the oppressor within and

the oppressor without.
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had nearly been killed at age 18, her loss of me as her individual therapist, and the
impending loss of the group, the first people who had ever believed in and
supported her. In the face of this, she said that she was really isolating herself and
wanted to eat.
| felt guilty for “abandoning her” at this difficult time and felt an impulse to fix
things for her. | decided this was a signal that | should involve the group rather than
respond as her individual therapist. | tried to enlist the support of the group to
combat her isolation. 1 said, “Linda, it sounds like you're feeling overwhelmed by all
this pain, and at the very time you could use some support, you're all alone. Is there
any way the group can help you right now?” She responded that she isolates most
when she’s most in pain but that the group could help by reaching out to her, that
she needs to be with people when she feels this way. Some group members re-
sponded with expressions of support and offers to talk on the phone or be with her.
People shared how hard it was 1o see her pain but how important it was that she
share it.
| used: Linda’s expression of loss to raise the issue of termination again for the
group. | said that Linda‘had shared feeling really sad about the group, and | won-
dered how others in the group were feeling about the end approaching. There
was silence. | waited, thinking they might need time to respond. jane, the
coleader, asked group members how they usually say good-bye. Group members
responded: “I just take off, usually.” “Hey, | don't say ‘good-bye,’ | say ‘see you
later.’” “I never say good-bye, | just disappear.” “I try to pretend nothing’s
changed.” Jane said that she felt it was important for members to understand
how they usually cope with good-byes so that they could make choices this time
about how they want to handle this ending. Issues of trust, intimacy, and loss had
been importarit in the group’s work, and we could do vital work in these areas
during our final weeks. Time was up, and | said that we would be spending more
time next week talking about the approaching end of the group and how people

wanted to work on it.

In the excerpt that follows, the workers display their understanding of the impor-
tance of allowing these young women to have control over the issue of disclosing the
details of their abuse. It is common that, as the end approaches—in what is some-
times called “doorknob thérﬁgy," group members will disclose their most difficult is-
» Not having had control over what was done to them in the past,

sues and “secrets.
bers have contro! over theit

often by family members, it is crucial that the group mem
disclosure.

September 11
I reframed a member’s inability to reach a stated group goal and attempted to unite

ending process with content. A major goal for Martha had been to spend time in the
group telling the story of her abuse, but each time she had planned to do it, she had
felt unable to go through with it. She had felt flooded with fear and pain. The group
had processed why it was so difficult and suggested different ways she could prepare
and cope with this “disclosure,” but to no avail. This time, what came up was that
she felt unable to risk and be vulnerable in the group when it was so close to ending
and she could be rejected and abandoned by the group members. She said that it
no longer felt safe in the group. | said that perhaps what she was telling us was that
this goal was not right for her right now, that keeping herself safe was most impor-
tant, and that she was making choices about how she needed to protect herself.
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had discovered that, in trying to force herself to discuss the abuse before the group
“audience” while feeling unsafe, she had been recreating the dynamics of her abuse
as a child in which her father had taken her to bars where she had been sexually
abused by various strangers while others observed. With the support and under-
standing of the group, she was able to carry outa disclosure related to this specific
abuse, checking with the group whenever she began to feel unsafe. We credited her
growing ability to protect herself while achieving her goals. Both Jane and | offered
positive feedback about Martha’s growth and her ability to both keep herself safe
and move forward with her goals.

Later, Jane raised the issue of the final session, explaining to the group that it is
generally structured around feedback, both negative and positive. She asked the
group to consider a structure that has worked well for other groups, in which each
group member in turn gives feedback to each of the other members and the work-
ers. Past groups have chosen to write a special message to each individual so that
the feedback would be kept and remembered. Some members were eager to do
this, whereas others expressed considerable anxiety about evaluating themselves and
others. | reached for feelings while giving the group responsibility for its own struc-
ture. | said that some people seemed eager to do this, but others seemed really un-
comfortable with it. Ultimately, the decision of how to handle the last session lay
with the group, but | wondered if we could explore how people felt about it right
now. What made it seem scary, and what seemed positive about it? This was ex-
plored for a while.

Then group members asked me Lo review information about the local “Take
Back the Night” march with them. We had told them about the march against
sexual violence against women a few weeks before and, after same exploration

of their fears about participating in a public demonstration, they decided to
march as a group. | supported the group’s readiness to act independently and
support one another in new experiences. | shared with them how good | felt
that they wanted to march together, and | gave them the information they

needed:
&
September 25

We supported the group’s growing independence and shared our feelings with
them: As the group processed how the march had felt for them, Jane and |
shared how powerful it had felt for us to see them there, marching, chanting,
and singing. We also shared that it was hard for us to see them and know that
the group was ending. The group was special for us, and it would be hard to

let it go.

I feli for the illusion of work and let the group get off track. Rita had been talk-
ing for some time about her problems and conflicts with her parents. At first, both
workers and the group were active in discussing her problem, but | gradually
began to feel that we weren‘t going anywhere and my attermnpts to involve the
group proved fruitless. They seemed to have checked out. | now think that some
of the anger Rita was expressing was indirectly aimed at the leaders and/or the
group, but I'missed this at the time because she had ample reason to be angry
with her parents.

| tried to regain focus by demanding work of anothér member. | had noticed
for some time that Linda seemed very agitated and seemed to be struggling t0
contain herself. Rita had come to a long pause, and | asked, “What's going on wit
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added, “This place is like the safe home we never had. You guys were almost like
parents for us. You were honest with us, and we learned to be honest with each
other. And it never mattered, we could feel good, feel bad, disagree with each other
and be mad, but it was OK. We could learn to be ourselves, You were there for us
the way our parents should have been.” Saon after, we ended the group. There was
a long “group hug” at the suggestion of the members, and we ate some cake a

member had ordered. The message on the cake said, “Survivors—Striving and
Thrivingt”

The metaphor of the poem, in which survivors in recovery are viewed as “beams
of light; if they can make it through their pain, they will become vibrant, beauti-
ful, and whole,” is extremely powerful and moving. It captures beautifully the
struggle of these young, oppressed, and vulnerable women to free themselves from
the self-image of being “damaged goods” that had been imposed upon them by
those who should have been nurturing them, Their courage in joining a “Take
Back the Night” march, when they felt so personaily uncomfortable doing so, was
an affirmation of their willingness to fight and overthrow their oppressors. It was
a social paraliel of their individual revolutions against oppression described in
one member’s efforts to confront her offending parent. The unique power of
mutual-aid groups is amply demonstrated in the content of their work together
and in the “Survivors—Striving and Thriving” lettering on the cake at their final
session.

In the next section, a detailed analysis of a single session in the ending phase of
a group of teenagers in a residential setting completes this chapter. Many of the teens
in the ending group have experienced emotional, physical, and sexual abuse within

their families of origin. The example illustrates all of the ending phases described
thus far.

A Termination Session: The Worker Leaving the Group in a Residential Setting The
following description of a group meeting with teenage gisls in a residential treatment
center illustrates some of the unique dynamics that emerge when the group contin-
ues but the worker leaves. The session took place one week after the worker told the
group members that she was leaving the agency for another job. This worker in this
example demonstrated an advanced level of skill in both group work and dealing
with endings. Of particular interest is the impact of the worker’s sharing of her own
powerful feelings. The entire meeting is presented, together with a detailed analysis

of the skills employed. The process in the meeting is classic—one can see elements of
all of the ending dynamics in one session.

Three of the girls came in together and seemed to be in a very happy mood.
They said that they’d had a good week in school. 1 said, you know, that sounded
real nice, and that this was one of the enjoyments of finally being a senior—I
teased them about that. I asked where Gladys and Beth were, and they said that
they had to speak with a teacher about some arrangements and that they’d be
there in a little while, The three of them continued talking about schooi and the
rehearsals and the senior trip and stuff like that. Then Beth came in, and she

was singing “Everything Is Beautiful,” a popular song at this time. She tock her
seat and was laughing with everyone.

The good feelings expressed by the group members represented a denial of the end-

ing. Because there was only one meeting left after this one, the worker had strategized
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bers responded to her demand for work.
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“Because we couldn’t do anything about the cottage parents or even about the
cottage. At least when we talk about ourselves and about our families, we can
understand more, we can know why we are like we are.” Beth said, “Yeah, we
can help each other.” 1 said, “You have helped each other a lot. s that some-

thing important that you’ve gotten from these meetings?” Nobody picked up
on that.

Beth began talking about a party that they had been to, and, all of a sudden,

in the midst of a big discussion, Beth turned to me and said, “You're leaving,
you God-damned fink.” And everybody stopped, and everybody looked at me.
I'said, “I'm leaving, and 1 guess that makes me a fink.” And everybody began
saying, “Why are you leaving? Why do you have to leave us? Why can’t you
stay?” Then a whole torrent of emotion came pouring out. Finally, Jill said,
“Why are you leaving?” I said, “I tried to explain the reasons on Friday, but if
you'd like me to, I'll explain them again now. But I don't know if it’s the reason
that really matters. It's more how you feel knowing that I'm leaving, for what-
ever the reason.” They said, “No, 10, we want to hear the reasons; we don’t

understand.” [ said; “QK, let me try to explain. I'm leaving because I've been

here for a number of years and I feel that it’s time for me to move on, to move

Into another situation. Working here has meant an awful lot to me, and you all
have meant an awful lot to me. Yet I feel that a combination of things, the long
traveling, working a lot of nights, have become very hard for me, and I feel like
I want to work nearer to where I live, and that I want to have a new kind of
experience and not work in a residential treatment school. That's pretty much

the reason. If there’s anything you don't understand, ask me and I'll try to
explain more.”

As the anger emerged, the worker struggled with her own feelings in order not to

block their expression. Her acceptance of their feelings—which was demonstrated
in her response, “I'm leaving, and 1 guess that makes me a fink”—freed them to ex-
plore the feelings of dependency and hurt that were below their surface feelings of
anger. Although she had explained her reasons for leaving the week before, the
group members had been too shocked to heed them and understand. She agreed to
explain them again while acknowledging that their feelings were what really
mattered, rather than her reasons. As the group members began to express their
emotions toward the worker, she asked them to identify the specific things about
her they had found helpful. These would be the qualities they must look for in other

workers. She also stayed with their hurt feelings, and she reached for their fear about

establishing a relationship with a new worker, for theit sense of rejection, and for

their anger. Most important, the worker also shared her own pain at leaving them.

The open expression of her feelings provided the impetus for the members to re-
spond with theirs.

Beth started to cry and said, “You can’t leave. We need you.” I said,
you won't be able to make it without me?” Margie said,
worker I-ever had. I won't be able to talk to anybody els
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h said, “It's because you
s ‘cause we knew that even when you were mad at us, you

were really sticking up for us, and you were really with us.” Donna said in a soft
voice, “Yeah, but if you cared so much, you wouldn’t be leaving.” And I said,
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The worker's trust in her group was rewarded as they reached out to Gladys to
offer aid. As they spoke to Gladys, they were really speaking to one another and to
the part of them that was facing the same set of problems. The faith of the worker
was important at this point, because, with her help, they were able to experience the
power of mutual aid in the peer group. As they move into their young adult years,

they will have to seek out support and help from their peers; this was pos\sJibly the
most important lesson for them.

Beth said, "I think 1 know how it feels. I think I know how bad it feels. And if
you want to cry, that's OK, but you gotta live. You gotta pick yourself up. You
gotta face it.” Gladys shook her head. “No,"” she said, “I can't.” I said, “It seems
that she can’t pick herself up.” Donna said, “Even when you're alone, you have
to trust yourself.” Margie said, “That's pretty hard to do.” Beth said, “But you're
not alone, Gladys, you have us. We’ll help you, and somebody else can help us.”
Donna said, “And maybe we'll also have to help ourselves.” Gladys said, “1
know what you mean. [ know that, in the end, I do have to help myself.” I said
to her, “But are you scared that you won't be able to do that?” She nodded her
head yes, and once again she began to cry. Beth said, “We'll help you, too; just
like we did here this morning.” And I had tears in my eyes, too, and 1 said,
“Wow, you kids are fantastic.” And they all kind of laughed, and somebody said,
“Maybe we’ll become social workers, too,” and that kind of broke the tension of

the moment, and we never really got back to the thing of them helping one
another.

The feelings associated with endings stir deep and powerful emotions in all of us.
When I use this example and the earlier ones in my workshops, workers are some-
times visibly moved by the power of the feelings expressed; they have perhaps
moved you as well. Workers also react to the degree of skill demonstrated by this
worker and the workers in the example involving the survivors’ group. They reflect
on endings they have handled poorly by missing the cues or not facing their own
feelings with enough honesty. This record represents an advanced level of skill. This
same worker handled endings quite differently in her training days; she would have
cut and run at several key places in this meeting. There were many group endings
along the way in which she made mistakes, learned from them, and ended her next
group with more skill. However painful, this process represents the only way to de-

velop professional skill. It is a process that continues throughout a professional’s
working life.

Chapter Summary

The ending and transition phase of practice and'the strategies for intervention, as
described in detail in Chapter 6, apply to group work as well as individual work.
Workers help groups move through several ending stages: denial of the ending,
anger over the ending, mourning, and trying the ending on for size. Helpful skills
include pointing out endings early, reaching for feelings, and dealing with the fare-

well-party syndrome, Speciai dynamics arise when the wortker leaves and the group
continues,
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