
STUDY UNIT 3: Planning the group  

Prescribed reading: Chapter 6 of Toseland and Rivas (2014).  
 
3.3.1 Generating the idea of starting a group  

The process of establishing and conducting groups varies significantly depending on the type of 
group and specific purposes to be achieved. However, there are some common elements involved 
in establishing a group. It is important to determine the purpose of the group carefully in order to 
select effective members.  

The idea of starting a group can emanate from the following sources:  

 Group worker: Through practising group work on a daily basis, the social worker could 
come to the conclusion that many of his or her clients have similar problems and face similar 
challenges and would therefore benefit from group work. For example, the worker proposes 
an educational group for children on the basis of her perception of a need for adolescent sex 
education.  

 Agency staff: The idea of starting a group might come from the staff working at a welfare 
institution or from the staff at a mental health institution. For example, several agency 
workers concerned with increased rates of family violence suggest that clients from their 
caseloads participate in a remedial group for child abusers.  

 Community members: Members of the community might approach a welfare organisation, 
a mental institution or a social worker with a request to start a group in their community. For 
example, the parents of children in a day-care centre request a series of educational group 
meetings to discuss concerns about their children’s behaviour at home.  

 Community leaders: These leaders may approach a welfare organisation, a mental 
institution or a social worker with a request to start a group in their community. For example, 
a group of ministers representing community churches may approach a community centre 
about developing an after-school educational and recreational group work programme for 
children of the working poor.  

3.3.2 Developing a proposal for the group  

When planning a group, the worker might find it useful to prepare a written proposal. Such a 
proposal is sometimes required for obtaining agency sponsorship or funds from various sources.  

According to Corey, Corey and Corey (2014:148), the following questions should be considered 
when preparing your proposal. You should try to answer them in your proposal:  

 What type of group are you forming? Will it be a long or a short-term group?  

 For whom is the group intended? Identify the specific population. What do you know about 
the developmental needs of this population?  

 What is the cultural mix of the group, and what are the implications of the cultural mix for 
forming the group?  

 Are you skilled in both the group process and the content of the group you are proposing? If 
not, what supervision or support is available to help you facilitate the group?  

 Is the group composed of voluntary or involuntary members? If it is a mandatory group, what 
special considerations must you address? 

 What are the general goals and purposes of this group? What will members gain from 
participating in the group? 

 What screening and selection procedures will be used? What is your rationale for these 
particular procedures? 

 How many members will be in the group? Where will the group meet? How often will the 
group meet? How long will each meeting last? Will new people be allowed to join the group 
once it has started, or will it be a closed group?  

 How will members be prepared for the group experience? What ground rules will you 
establish at the outset? 

 What structure will the group have? What techniques will be used? Why are these 
techniques appropriate? In what ways can you employ your techniques in a flexible manner 
to meet the needs of culturally diverse client populations?  



 How will you handle the fact that people may be taking some risks by participating in the 
group? What will you do to safeguard members from unnecessary risks? What special 
precautions will you take if some of the participants are minors?  

 How will you handle situations such as a member arriving at a group session while under the 
influence of alcohol or drugs?  

 What evaluation procedures will you implement? What follow-up procedures are planned?  

 What topics will be explored in this group?  

Corey et al (2014:149) propose the following five areas as being important when developing 
a sound and practical proposal:  

1. Rationale. Do you have a clear and convincing rationale for your group? Are you able 
to answer questions that might be raised about the need for the group?  

2. Objectives. Can you clearly state what you most want to attain and how will you go 
about doing so? Are your objectives specific, measurable and attainable within the 
specific time?  

3. Practical considerations. Is the membership defined? Are meeting times, the 
frequency of meetings and the duration of the group reasonable?  

4. Procedures. Have you selected specific procedures for meeting the stated 
objectives? Are these procedures appropriate and realistic for the given population?  

5. Evaluation. Does your proposal contain strategies for evaluating how well the stated 

objectives have been met? Are your evaluation methods and objectives practical 
and relevant?  

According to Toseland and Rivas (2001:501), the following outlines serve as a guideline for 
writing a group work proposal:  

Abstract  
Provide a short statement summarising the major points of a group.  

Purpose  

 Briefly state the purpose of the group.  

 State the objectives of the group and indicate what programme/media/functional  

 aids will be used to realise the stated objectives.  

 State the qualifications of the person who is going to run the group.  
Agency sponsorship  

 State the agency’s name and its mission.  

 Agency resources (physical facilities, financial costs and staff)  

 Geographic and demographic data on the agency  

Membership  

 Specify the population of the group.  

 Explain the reason why the specific population has been chosen.  
Recruitment  
Recruitment methods to be used  

Group composition  
What criteria will be followed for including or excluding members?  

Comment on the following:  

 the size of the group’  

 whether it is an open or closed group  

 the demographic characteristics of the group members  

Orientation  
What specific procedures will be used to orientate the group members? 10  

Contract  
Specify the number of group meetings; the frequency of the group meetings; and the length 
and time of group meetings.  

Environment  



 Physical arrangements (room, space, materials)  

 Financial arrangements (budget, expense, income)  

 Special arrangements (child care, transportation)  

 
3.3.3 Recruitment and recruitment methods  
Once the social worker has established the purpose of the group, the next phase of the group 
process begins, namely, recruitment. This is when the social worker assesses the potential 
members of the group and ultimately selects members bearing the type of group and its 
purpose in mind.  

Members can be recruited from the following sources:  

 The worker’s agency/organisation – in the worker’s agency, potential members can 
be identified  

 From other agencies/organisations – When the worker’s own agency does not have 
a large potential membership base, the worker might contact other social service or 
health agencies for referrals. He or she could contact the line staff he or she is familiar 
with. It is also helpful to contact administrative and supervisory staff to inform him or 
her about the purpose of the proposed group; elicit their support; and gain access to 
other line workers who can identify potential group members.  

 From the community – the worker can also assess the community to locate 
concentrations of potential members – census data. The worker could also talk to 
community leaders, politicians, police officials, school teachers and clergy.  

Methods for recruiting group members  

A variety of recruitment techniques will help potential members to understand the purpose of 
the group and help them decide whether they should join the group. These techniques 
include:  

 contacting potential members directly  

 mailing and posting announcements  

 preparing television and radio announcements and appearing on TV and radio  

 issuing press releases and making appointments with feature writers for local 
newspapers  

3.3.4 Composition of the group  
Following the recruitment of potential members, the worker needs to make decisions about 
the composition of the group in order to accomplish tasks effectively and efficiently.  
In this process, the worker needs to consider the needs of the individual members and those 
of the group as a whole. Group composition is carried out according to a set of established 
principles that the worker decides on beforehand.  

Principles of group composition  

 Homogeneity – this principle implies that members should share and identify with the 
purpose of the group. Members should also share personal characteristics such as 
age, level of education, cultural background and type of problem.  

 Heterogeneity – this principle acknowledges and capitalises on the diversity inherent 
in members’ coping skills, life experiences and levels of expertise. The worker may 
choose members with different life experiences to foster learning among members.  

 Group structure – the worker structures the group in a way that will help members to 

meet one another’s needs and accomplish the group’s purpose. 
 
3.3.5 Orientating members for group work  
After potential members have been recruited, the worker should screen them for 
appropriateness and orientate them with regard to group work. Orientation is important 
because this process begins the relationship between the worker and the members. 
Orientation can also encourage members to clarify their expectations.  



Ways to orientate the potential group members  

According to Toseland and Rivas (2014:181), the following methods can be used to orientate 
potential group members:  

 The primary orientation method for treatment groups is the intake interview, conducted 
individually.  

 Members can also be orientated by listening to an audiotape of a group meeting.  

 Viewing videotapes of previous group meetings.  

 Didactic instruction can be used.  

 By rehearsal of membership skills; that is, how to communicate thoughts and opinions 
effectively.  

 By means of pre-group training.  

During orientation the following aspects need to be addressed:  

 Stating the purpose of the group – explaining the purpose and rationale of the 
group to the members.  

 Familiarising members with the group procedures – helps members to understand 
some general rules of group functioning.  

 Screening members for appropriateness – this is done to ensure that the members’ 
needs correspond with the purpose of the group. Factors that may render people 
inappropriate are the following:  
problems with scheduling transport or other considerations  
personal qualities, such as level of social skills, that are very dissimilar to those of 

the other group members  
needs, expectations or goals those are not congruent with those of the other 
members  

3.3.6 Contracting  

A contract is a verbal or written agreement between two or more members in a group. Two 
forms of contracting take place during the planning stage of the group; namely, contracting 
for group procedures and contracting for individual member goals.  

Note: Consult Toseland and Rivas (2014:183) for a comprehensive discussion. 

3.3.7 Preparing the group’s environment 

3.3.8 Planning of distance groups 

3.3.9 Preparing a written group proposal 

 
 

  
 


