Study Group Advice

By Iris Bagwell, 2001

Ideal group size should be between six and eight people because the problems that plague people, plague groups: sickness, tardiness, priorities, indifference, no shows, etc. Furthermore, with a group of six to eight, the group will have a diversity of opinions and observations and different reactions to the case and the discussion of the case.  The minimum number of participants is three: a facilitator, a case writer, and a third. The facilitator runs the meeting, creates a teaching plan, and identifies and brings up the key learning points (dueling ladders, LHC, etc.).

Before each meeting, send the case to all group members in advance. This way, each person can come to the group prepared with more sophisticated feedback than they would have if they had just reviewed the case during group meeting time. Moreover, the more time and energy each group member invests in the case, the higher the level of personal investment in resolving it.

Meeting length works well at around two to two-and-a-half hours, even three hours. This should allow everyone to express their views and then discuss the others’ views, the case, and the comments, etc. Meetings are always recorded. While it may seem a burden at first, and tapes are not always listened to or transcribed later, having that 'data' is extremely valuable to transform what seems like "pain" to a "learning experience." 

Considering the ideal length of group meetings, the most common frequency is to meet once a month. This is considered a reasonable length of time between meetings because it's often enough to carry over energy, enthusiasm, and issues from the previous meetings. Meeting every two weeks is very rigorous and requires a lot of dedication, perhaps too much for most. Even meeting every three weeks is a stretch. On the other end, meeting once every six weeks or more, can jeopardize a loss of momentum and any "accrued intimacy." This is important because each group members will want to notice problems of behavioral footprints - "There you go again...!" - and build on the history of past interactions.

Meetings consisted of case analysis, whether business or personal. Transcriptions, left hand columns, or cases, are critical so that there is hard data to review. This is the same for personal cases so that the group doesn't get into the habit of giving advice rather than applying the same case tools as if for a business case. Some groups wrote and circulated a detailed behavioral footprint. This was helpful for other group members to use as an overlay of each case-writers case. Cases ran from one to four pages, though two pages are about average.

The group may find that inviting a senior person to facilitate - either episodically, or regularly - added a new, good dimension to the group's effectiveness.

Pitfalls are: 1) not being rigorous of data (high on LOI, no LHC, no transcripts, etc.); and 2) not having sufficient commitment from all group members.

Methods to address the pitfall of missing data include having an appointed facilitator to observe and note when comments or attributions are opinions not based on data. A group member may offer, "You have this problem because you're not being sympathetic," without stating why it is he/she feels this way. There needs to be data to support this observation. The facilitator's role is to make explicit the reasoning behind the logic, and request that the gaps be filled.

The pitfall of sufficient commitment is resolved in part by having a successful group. Members walk away from successful meetings with solid advice and good tools to work with. It's a low-cost learning experience offering practice on issues, and familiarity and practice with others' issues. If meetings are at once fun and helpful, members will prioritize them, and attendance will not be less of an issue.

To recruit additional/new members, try using the actiondesign.com website (the case group section), or email Bob and Phil for ideas of who might be in your area.

Additional resources to review include: "Difficult Conversations", the book. Also, review Bob/Phil/Diana's report on their group work and the follow up work as well, both of which are posted on the ActionDesign website.

