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Obesity is a huge problem in the United States.  Odds are, everyone either knows someone that is obese or has struggled with it themselves.  The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the Weight Watchers support group I observed.  Things that will be discussed include: the group process, roles in the group, leadership styles, socio-cultural influence, and group dynamics.


I had the opportunity to observe a Weight Watchers support group on three different occasions.  This group offers support to people that are trying to lose weight and also those trying to maintain that weight.  According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) (2003) there are certain characteristics which a good support group will possess.  One of those is to monitor the members using self-enforcing behavior while they abide by set behavioral guidelines.  At Weight Watchers, before the meeting all members must sign in and be weighed.  One lady told me that this is great accountability for her and that she will rethink eating things she knows that she shouldn’t if she has to weigh in the next day.  The second good characteristic I observed was that the leader provided ways to keep the members upbeat and prevent negativity.  She accomplished this by using examples from her own life of how she has failed sometimes in following the guidelines.  She brings humor into the situation and lets the members know that we are all human and make mistakes and that learning from them is key.  The third characteristic I observed was that the leader encouraged group participation and made a point of stating that everyone will benefit by people sharing their ideas.  For example: when they were discussing 
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adding variety to meal choices, she asked what everyone normally eats for breakfast.  As people were sharing what they eat, others would ask for the recipe so that they would be able to try it.  These characteristics helped bring the group together and made them feel a common bond. ("Nami-c.a.r.e.: characteristics of," 2003)


According to Arnold and Boggs (2007) there are five phases of the group life cycle.  The first phase is the forming phase.  In this phase group members get to know each other, develop trust, and establish the purpose and logistics of the group.  The second phase begins when the group members become comfortable with each other and is known as the storming phase.  This is a testing/disagreement phase where members will test their boundaries, communication styles, and personal reactions from all participants, including the leader.  The norming phase occurs when group members experience a new sense of cooperation.  Members of the group feel comfortable enough to share personal details with each other.  During the performing phase, the group develops a strong enough bond that they all begin working together to accomplish the shared goal.  This is the phase in which most of the work is accomplished.  The final phase is the adjourning phase and occurs when the group has achieved the goal originally set.  This is the dissolution of the group. (pp. 275-278)


I believe that the Weight Watcher support group I observed is in the performing phase.  The group members seem to genuinely care about one another.  Three ladies came over to talk to me before the last meeting and explained how they have become a family and how they worry when someone misses a meeting.  The group has evolved to the point where members know and care about what is going on in each others’ lives, but they don’t seem to ever lose sight of their 
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goals for the group.  The group members share openly during the meeting and even feel comfortable enough to tease one another.  One member likes to eat ice cream for breakfast which earned chuckles from those that seem to know her well.  Another member was talking about how she and her husband like to walk at the mall when another member joked that to add variety to her exercise routine, she could always go swimming in the mall fountain.


Their are three role functions which are crucial to achieving a successful support group: task, maintenance, and individual.  Task roles are played by people that initiate concepts, energize the group, seek information and opinions from group members, and also give information and opinions to group members.  Maintenance roles are the things which allow the group to function as a unit.  These consist of providing harmony, encouragement, gatekeeping, and following along with the group.  The individual roles are played by a group member which is more interested in satisfying his or her own goals rather than those of the group.  Someone using individual roles may display recognition seeking, aggressive, blocking, or digressing behaviors. (Ryan, 2010)  


I observed all three role functions in the Weight Watchers support group meetings.  The leader of the group did a wonderful job of initiating.  At the beginning of each meeting she would set forth the group problem to be addressed that day: one day it was portion sizes and another it was adding variety to both diet and exercise.  I observed one member clarifying information about portion sizes to the group when they were discussing using your hand as a reference to determine portion control.  The leader stated that your fist is approximately one cup.  One lady stated that you might want to double check with a measuring cup and compare it to 
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your hand to be sure as her fist wasn’t quite a full cup.  I saw a group member using encouragement when one lady was talking about eating ice cream for breakfast.  She stated that there are no laws stating when in the day you are required to eat certain foods.  I observed digressing behavior by a man that interrupted the meeting on portion control to talk about putting on a pair of socks by himself that morning.  


According to Gupta (2009) there are four different leadership styles: directing, coaching, participating, and delegating.  A leader using a directing approach is very authoritarian.  He or she not only sets out the tasks for the group, but also makes all the decisions and does not take on a supportive role.  When using the coaching style, the leader still sets out all the tasks and makes the decisions.  However, he or she does take into account the opinions of members and gives encouragement when needed.  A leader using the participating style still sets out the goals for the group, but does not make all the decisions.  He or she shares ideas, provides encouragement, and encourages the members to take a more active role in achieving their personal goals.  The delegating leader sits back and lets the group members make all the decisions regarding how they want to accomplish their goal. (Gupta, 2009)


The leader of the Weight Watchers group I observed used a participating style.  She set out the goals for the meeting, but really encouraged the members to take an active role in figuring out how to solve the problem they were discussing that day.  She didn’t make the final decisions, instead she let the group decide how best to accomplish their goal.  She managed to keep the group focused and on track without being bossy.  The group members seemed to respect her opinion and looked to her for guidance when they were unsure about something.
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There were many differences in socio-cultural influence observed in the three different meetings I attended.  All of the meetings were held in churches.  The first meeting was held at nine on a Thursday morning.  The group at nine was large and had a good mix of people there.  There were many middle aged women, older women, a couple of older men, and even a couple of younger women that were probably in their early twenties.  The attire worn ranged from sweats to business casual and the socio-economic status for the most part seemed to be middle class.  The noon meeting was smaller and many people didn’t stay for the meeting, they just came to sign in and be weighed.  There seemed to be more business people at this meeting and many possibly on their lunch break.  This meeting had more middle aged women than anything else.  I don’t remember seeing any men at this meeting.  The last meeting was at ten on a Tuesday and attended by many.  Almost all of the people at this meeting were older women, with only a couple middle aged women there.  


None of the meeting I attended started right on time: they ranged from starting five to ten minutes late.  This is due to the sign in and weigh process taking longer than accounted for.  For the most part, the members seemed unaffected by the late start and the fact that they were getting out late.  I did see two women in my last meeting get up and leave right at ten thirty, which is when the meeting should have gotten over.  There were several members that played non-functional roles in the group.  Most of them just stayed silent and didn’t really participate in the discussion at all.  There were a couple of members that sought to monopolize the conversation and would bring up things unrelated to the group.  At first the other members were accepting of this behavior, but it didn’t take long for them to try and redirect the conversation back on topic.  
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This group was filled with good feedback and warmth from both the leader and other members.  At the end of every meeting, the leader announces the group weight loss for the week and also individuals that have met their goal.  The members that meet their goal all get a star and everyone cheers and claps.  This group was meeting it’s goal of not only weight loss, but keeping a positive outlook.  They discussed ways at each meeting to not feel negative if you slip up or even just getting tired of all the rules.  


The leadership style seemed appropriate for this support group and the members responded well to the leader.  Most of the time, it seemed like the same group members were participating in the discussions.  There were many members that didn’t participate in any part of the discussions.  The meeting times and locations appear to fit the needs of the group.  However, none of the three meetings I attended started on time.  There didn’t appear to be any conflicts within the groups I observed.


In order to get everyone to participate, maybe the leader should spend the first half of the meeting in a large group setting and then split the members up into smaller groups.  This would give all the members more of a chance to participate and might give some the confidence to speak up and contribute to the conversation.  In order to get the meetings started on time, I believe that they need a third check in station.  This would allow them to get people through the line faster.


By splitting the large group up into smaller groups, this would hopefully lead to more member participation.  Some people aren’t comfortable talking in large groups and this would give them the opportunity to feel like a productive member of the group.  This would also allow
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 for more people to offer their opinion on the topic of discussion.  By implementing three check in stations instead of two, this would lessen the amount of time that people spend standing in line before the meeting.  It would also hopefully allow the meetings to start at the appointed time.


I really enjoyed observing these meetings and am really glad we had this assignment.  It gave me the opportunity to meet a couple women that are considered lifetime members.  One woman has maintained her target weight for 25 years and still goes to the meetings every week.  I have learned that you shouldn’t ever judge a person by what they look like.  Just because a person is at their target weight doesn’t mean that they don’t struggle everyday with making the right choices regarding food.  I think as a nurse, eating healthy is something that we will be dealing with everyday in regards not only to our patients, but also to ourselves.
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