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Group Dynamics


The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the group process, interactions, roles, and leadership within a health-related support group. This paper will begin with describing the type of group. Then, we will move on to describe the group process and the various roles played in the support group. We will continue on to look at the different leadership styles, sociocultural influences, and group dynamics. The paper will wrap up with evaluation of the group as a whole, interventions that could be made to improve the group, outcomes, and what I personally learned from the group.


I chose to attend a support group targeting expected parents and their birth partners, whomever they be. The title of the class was “Oh Baby! XTREME!” The class was held at Sarah Bush Lincoln Healthcare Center in Charleston, IL. This class compiles a typical five week birthing support and preparation class into one day. A brief description of what the class covers is as follows, “You'll learn about birthing choices that are offered at the Sarah Bush Lincoln Women and Children's Center and you'll learn about issues you haven't even thought of that will be very important to you during labor and delivery” (Sarah Bush Lincoln Healthcare System). The group was led by Pamela Hood, RN/MSN. This particular group is placed into the category of a secondary group. This is because the group had a planned structure that had the specific purpose of helping expecting parents learn what to expect during birth and giving them support and guidance during their time of need. (Arnold & Underman-Boggs, 2011, p. 222)


The group process is referred to as, “The structural development of the group, and describes the phases of its lifestyle” (Arnold & Underman-Boggs, 2011, p. 226). To describe the phases of the support group, I will be using the Tuckman’s model of small-group development, which includes four phases (Arnold & Underman-Boggs, 2011, p. 227). The group started out with the forming phase. This phase of the group process relies heavily on the leader, which in this case was Pamela Hood. She did a wonderful job of outlining what the members should expect from the day and identifying commonalities between the group members. For example, 3 of the 5 group members were due in the month of April. The other 2 group members were due in the month of May. Also, all members except one were planning on having their baby at Sarah Bush Lincoln. Pamela did a fantastic job of making connections between the members without it being forced and awkward, which this phase can commonly be.


The next phase of the group process is the storming phase. Arnold and Underman-Boggs (2011) note that this phase is commonly characterized by controversy. Group members are passed the initial stage and feel comfortable enough to confront each other and fight for power or control in the group. (p. 227) I actually did not notice a set point in time where this phase started and ended. Because this group was very orderly and structured, I do not feel that this was a prominent stage in the group. I did, however, notice minor actions such as people losing their full attentiveness and people starting to fidget around in their seats. The newness of the group had worn off, and people were starting to get ready to move on to the next activity. 


The group then moved on to the norming phase. This is characterized by the group members coming together to form a common goal. People who do not cooperate with the goal are looked down upon. This is where the members actually feel like they are part of a single group, instead of individuals. (Arnold & Underman-Boggs, 2011, p. 227) This became evident when Pamela brought them together to do relaxation techniques. The entire group, including the birth partners, participated in breathing exercises. Since each pregnant woman was accompanied by her baby’s soon-to-be father, Pamela also had them come together to give a particular massage that is found to be relaxing to expecting mothers. It was actually a very touching experience to witness this. The group was definitely coming together as one at this point.


The next stage the group moved to was the performing stage. This stage is characterized by the group members feeling comfortable and loyal in their group. They, in a sense, go back to their individualized roles, but still part of a group at the same time. This differs from the norming stage because members feel they can be themselves and still be accepted within the group. (Arnold & Underman-Boggs, 2011, p. 227) This stage was approached in the support group when Pamela had the members tell what they personally expected birth to be like. It was fascinating how differently everyone thought it would be. Nobody seemed to hold back when describing what they thought it would be like because they were in the stage where the other members would accept them anyway. Afterwards, they grouped together to watch a movie of an actual birth and had a discussion about it. People had differing opinions on the video, yet everyone was still very respectful. 


The final stage is the adjourning stage. Arnold and Underman-Boggs (2011) emphasize that this stage is the final stage of the group, designated for a later date than the rest. This stage reflects back on what the group accomplished together and what it meant to them individually. This stage is also the one where the members make future plans, if any. (pp. 227-228) This is where the support group I attended currently stands right now. I cannot say whether they kept in touch or made plans for the future because I only went to the group to observe one time. Coincidentally, this group also only met once, therefore I would not be surprised if the members made the decision to go their separate ways.


There are three different categories of roles in a group setting. These are as follows: task, maintenance, and individual. People assuming a task role are always on track working towards the end goal. People taking part in maintenance roles ensure that members are fulfilling their achievements and happiness throughout the group process. Individual roles are non-functional and usually harm the group. People taking the part of this role are out for their own needs and satisfaction, therefore harming the group as a whole. In order for a group to be successful, there should be a balance between task and maintenance roles with minimal individual roles. (Arnold & Boggs, 2011, pp. 228-229) 


Pamela played the main task-oriented role. She led the group in the activities and asked questions to keep the group process moving along. There was also a particular women who kept the group going by always actively participating in the discussions and answering all Pamela’s questions. Maintenance roles were also played by Pamela because as the leader, she was expected to ensure member satisfaction. However, most people in the group pitched in with this role by encouraging the others during discussions, resulting in a smooth transition through the group process. Individual roles were almost non-existent in this support group. There was one birth partner that I remember being the “joker” of the group. He almost had the attitude that he was above the group. He did not enthusiastically participate in the breathing and relaxation exercises, and also made a some-what joke of them all. It was noticeably inappropriate, and I’m thankful he was the only person taking an individual role.


Howard (2005) noted that there are four main leadership styles we should be aware of. They are described as Type A-D. Type A leaders are known as fact-based leaders. They seek groups and environments that are based strictly on evidence that we know to be true. They are very organized and demand perfection and logic from their group members. Everything within the group must be accurate and perfect or else they become very critical. They prefer to maintain a formal environment. Type B leaders are creativity based. They prefer their groups to solve problems through artistic, imaginative, and holistic styles. They are comfortable with talking to anyone at anytime about anything. They prefer their group to be in a casual and laid-back setting. Type C leaders revolve their group around feelings. They encourage group members to talk about how the feel about problems, and prefer to resolve problems by acceptance. They tend to disregard facts and evidence, even if it goes against how they feel. Type D people revolve their leadership style around control and power. They disregard how group members feel in order to maintain their control. They are not creative or flexible whatsoever. (p. 17) 


Pamela Hood was a mixture of the leadership styles. She was a combination of type A and type B leadership. She was partially a type A leader because she was very organized and on-task. She kept to her agenda regardless of external factors. Yet she was a type B leader because she was very comfortable talking about anything to anyone. Hence, she is teaching a birthing class. She was also a type B leader because she preferred the environment to be relaxed and casual. 


There are many sociocultural factors that go into a group. The location of the group was in Charleston, IL, which is primarily a lower-middle to middle class area. Four of the five group members and parters live in Charleston, while one lives in Effingham. The time of the meeting was a Saturday at 10:00 AM, therefore most couples were likely to have the day off of work. The ages of the members varied greatly. There was one couple who looked to be teenagers, one looked to be recent college graduates, two that seemed late 20s to early 30s, and one was early 40s. What brought these people together was the commonality of all having a child, whether it be their first, second, third, etc. 


The group dynamics of my support group is basically what this paper is all about. The groups goal was greatly being accomplished because it was conducted very structurally and timely. This was an seven hour group, therefore I was only there for three hours of it. However, I believe the group stayed equally on task the entire rest of the day. The meeting began about 5 minutes late because there was a couple who came in a few minutes late. Nobody seemed particularly disturbed about this. As I said, I cannot say whether the group ended on time either because I had departed by then. Many of the group members played a non-functional role by being silent. Nobody had a particular reaction to this because they all remained virtually silent, except when prompted a question or discussion. Since this was primarily an educational group, there was few coping strategies being displayed. Most of the members were happy to be there and be blessed with the current situation they were in, therefore coping was not needed. 


Overall, I had a positive experience observing this group. The only problem I noted came from the man who played the “joker” role, which people were nonverbally annoyed about. I also felt it was a problem that more people did not speak up more and give their input during questions and discussion. I felt the group members shared a mutual respect with each other since they were in the same situation. Jacquelyn Small defines respect as, “Communicating to others our sincere belief that they, like everyone, possess the inherent strength and capacity to make it in life” (Small, 1990, p. 51). This is important to expecting mothers because they are scared, anxious, and benefit from having the motivation that respect gives. It is important for them to know that someone believes in them, even when they might be unsure. I thought Pamela’s leadership style was extremely appropriate given the type of group. Since it was primarily an educational group and secondarily a support group, it was important for her to be a mix of the type A and B styles. The meeting time could be seen as a blessing or a problem. Meeting from 10 AM - 5 PM is a long time to sit through a birthing class, even though Pamela made it interactional and fun. However, for people who have a demanding work schedule or who do not want to meet over a five week period, this class is a blessing. The location seemed to be very convenient for the members, seeing as though all but one couple was from the Charleston/Mattoon area. 


Since I only identified three problems throughout the group, I would have only implemented three interventions. For the man who thought he was “too cool”, I would have maybe pulled him aside over one of the breaks and had a talk with him. I would say something such as, “This class means a lot to some people and even though it is great that you are having a good time, it could be seen as a distraction to other members.” For the members being silent, the leader could have maybe offered some incentives for people who spoke up and answered the questions. Even small things such as candy, or even a t-shirt, could motivate the group. As far as the time of the meeting goes, Sarah Bush could possibly offer a full weekend birthing class. Since the only ones they offer are either five weeks or seven hours for one day, they could benefit by offering a Saturday and Sunday class for three or four hours each day. 


The outcomes for my interventions would hopefully be positive. Having a talk with the “joker” could backfire and aggravate him, depending on the type of person he is. However, if he was cooperative and listened, the other group members would have had a more positive experience at “Oh Baby! EXTREME!” People also may have been more excited and happy about the class if incentives were offered. It may be surprising how many people would enjoy a mini Snickers bar or a free t-shirt! As far as the time of the class goes, more people may sign up for the class. This is a good thing because birthing classes are very important due to the fact they teach many things people do not know about the actual birthing process and the newborn. The more people we have that are aware of the complications or unknown facts, the better.


I learned a great deal from my birthing education and support group. First of all, I learned all about the birthing process and now I’ve actually seen a birth. I also learned that I may want a career in the Labor and Delivery department someday. But more importantly, I learned the importance of working with others in a successful group. I am now aware of the different processes and group roles that are played in the group. This will help me in life because many times group settings are encountered, and now I have experience and knowledge to become a functional member as part of a group.
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