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Case Objectives and Use

The case reveals the competing interests and needs of individual group members and the group-as-a-whole, and a group leader’s responsibility for balancing these to maintain and maximize group effectiveness. It also shows how treatment decision-making depends on an understanding of group purpose, treatment models (including admission criteria and intervention methods), treatment context, and professional boundaries, and on the assessment of individual and group progress. It also suggests the need and role for clinical supervision.

The case and teaching note were written for a master’s level capstone course in social work. Because group work is increasingly used as a social work method, it is essential that students acquire knowledge and skill in leading groups. The case may also be used for specialized instruction on group treatment methods, group dynamics, domestic violence interventions, and social work practice in court mandated settings. Alternately, the course may be relevant for advanced bachelors level social work courses.

Case Synopsis

Jacquelyn Ferrante has facilitated a weekly psychoeducational group for domestic violence perpetrators for the past two years. Although she feels confident facilitating this type of men’s group, she becomes conflicted over the presence of a new group member, Larry Steele. Larry tends to dominate the group by speaking out of turn, talking longer than expected, saying things that are offensive to others, and waiting for Jacquelyn before group begins and after it ends. From the beginning, Jacquelyn ponders Larry’s behaviors in the group and weighs his interests versus the group’s interests. She is concerned that he may disturb and interfere with the other group members. After each session, for several weeks, Jacquelyn considers removing Larry from the group. After the sixth group session, a new member, Sly Stone, joins the group and creates a stir. Sly confronts the group, specifically targeting Larry’s questionable behavior. This confrontation escalates and results in Sly’s own removal from the group. At the next group session, Larry says something to another group member that again raises questions in Jacquelyn’s mind about Larry’s impact on other group members. Still, Jacquelyn is not certain whether Larry’s behavior warrants his removal from the group.

This case was prepared by Melissa C. Reitmeier and Terry A. Wolfer, University of South Carolina, and is intended to be used for class discussion rather than to illustrate effective or ineffective handling of the situation.
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Case Objectives and Use

This case demonstrates some of the challenges of practicing social work as part of an interdisciplinary team, and as a guest within a medical host institution. Such challenges include the need to know enough about routine procedures, and the roles, responsibilities, and ethics of other professions, to recognize and appropriately question possible substandard or unethical performance. Finding an appropriate balance between confidence and healthy skepticism regarding the accuracy of their own observations and interpretations is an on-going process for social workers, particularly in new employment situations. This process may precipitate conflict with colleagues, and necessitate some difficult conversations as all parties attempt to discern and prioritize their professional obligations and fundamental ethical commitments. Further, because Hospice philosophy emphasizes “neither hastening nor prolonging death,” the case raises questions about how the meaning of this ideal may vary across contexts, professions, at various points in the dying process, as well as individually in response to personal experience. 

This case and the accompanying teaching note were written for graduate level social work courses on death and dying.  It may also be useful for specialized instruction on social work ethics in host organizations, medical bioethics, or pediatric palliative care.  

Case Synopsis

Lisa Parker, a relatively new pediatric hospice social worker, participates along with two other hospice colleagues and the child’s mother in the death vigil for twelve-year-old Jason, who is a patient in Children’s Hospital. She witnesses two interventions by the hospital RN—discon​tinuation of oxygen and administration of medication—very shortly before Jason’s death that seem unusual to her, and she begins to question whether Jason’s death might have been hastened by the nurse’s actions. Her teammates either did not notice the nurse’s actions, or did not find them unusual. Further, remembering prior experiences with the “Lone Ranger” style of one of her colleagues, she briefly entertains the possibility that Janie, the hospice nurse, may have been complicit in the actions. Lisa must decide whether to raise questions about what she saw, or focus on supporting Jason’s mother.
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