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As anyone who has experience of 
working in large groups will confirm, 
as the size of a group rises, the 
levels of trust, mutual support, 
caring and feelings of safety tend to 
di;ninish- just as with a small group 
of people in the street watching a 
person about to commit suicide by 
leaping fror.1 a tower block, the 
mood will tend to be full of 
solicitude, wll.ilst with a large crowd 
the mood can change, with people 
saying things like 'get a move on if 
you're going to: ju~np'. 

A ne;,-, project that the Institute for 
Social Inventions is helping to 
pror.1ote consists of a new form of 
large group work, entitled 
'community counselling circles', 
developed by the writer and 
colleagues. In one project recently, 
we l1ave v;orked within the East 
Lincolnshire Area 1-iealtb. Authority 
to srnooth the transition from very 
large mental hospitals to 
decentralised community units, 
using this new concentric circles 
group work to bring together for 
;nutual, support and training the 
sisters in the psychiatric wards and 
ot:wr personnel involved. 

n.auceby Hospital near Sleaford last 
yr~ar vJas host to a group of senior 
u;rnmu.'1ity psychiatric sisters who 

took part in a new course. 
Sometimes they could be seen 
walking in pairs around the grounds 
deep in conversation. Onlookers 
noticed something odd. Snatches of 
conversations overheard had a 
strange but engaging quality. There 
seemed to be ordinary chat, but it 
lacked logic and the conventions of 
everyday conversation. At other 
times a peep through a class room 
window produced another peculiar 
sight. In the middle sit four or five 
people on bean bags, in a circle. 
They lean on the knees of a group 
around them. Then another group 
around the second. And finally an 
outer group enclosing all the others. 
The onlooker cannot hear what they 
are saying but notices that the group 
look very intense and engaged. 
Sometimes there is one big circle 
with everyone animatedly talking, 
laughing and clearly enjoying 
something. 

··w'hen members of the course werE 
asked by colleagues what they were 
learning, it often seemed difficult to 
explain. Here is an ima,ginary 
conversation between two people 
(but based upon real experiencesl. 

Enquirer: VV'hat's this course all 
about then? 



Participant: Well, we learn about 
improving our counselling and 
helping skills but it's not a 
counselling course· •.. er, we learn 
about creative work groups and new 
ways of organising but it's not an 
'organisation course' ••• also we 
learn a lot about relationships and 
find that some of us are changing 
emotionally. 

Enquirer: Is it a therapy group? 

Participant: No, it's not ••• we learn 
a lot about fundamental issues like 
life and death, sanity and madness; 
but it's not a religious or 
philosophical course ... we also get 
into issues like racism and sexism 
and politics sometimes but it's in no 
way a political course. Another 
effect is to build a group we can rely 
on for support and supervision and so 
protect ourselves a bit from 'burn
out' in these difficult times. 

Enquirer: It sounds like a university 
course with masses of lectures. 

Participant: No. There are no 
textbooks, no lectures. 

Enquirer: Really? What on earth do 
your tutors do then? 

Participant: They seem to have put 
together a most unlikely mixture of 
theories and practices - Freudian 
analysis, ecological theories, 
creative work cycle theory, even 
cybernetics and information theory. 
The main thing they do during 
sessions is to set up structures -
pairs and circles. 

Enquirer: What happens then'! 

.,, 

Participant: There are two central 
processes. we free associate in 
pairs and groups. This is a sort of 
free-floating stream-of-conscious
ness dialogue. The tutors have taken 
this process from Freud's work. The 
other process is hard to describe and 
takes a long time to do well. They 
call this doing a 'Judo'. The aim of a 
Judo is to help a group or person-in
trouble to learn from their own 
experience and gain some 
enlightenment however small or 
modest in &:particular instance. It is 
called 'Judo' because you try to' fall
with' the person's direction and 
deflect them on to a new path - a 
Zen way of teaching and learnil'lg. 

Enquirer: But how do you try to 
understand this mass of free 
associations?· 

Participant: They are concerned 
that we try to understand the many 
levels of experience in at least three 
dimensions. At its simplest, these 
thret are, firstly, the organisational 
level or dimension; secondly, the 
familial; and thirdly the emotional 
or archetypal level. 

Enquirer: And how does this work 
out in practice? 

Participant: We 
concentric circles. 

sit in four 
We treat the 

innermost group as a single 'person'. 
The outer groups, we imagine as a 
helper, community worker, nurse or 
analyst. So the second concentric 
circle concentrates on picking up 
emotional data - through body 
sensations, images and archetypes. 
We call this circle E.T ., the 
Emotional Thermometer. The third 



circle concentrates on relationships 
that derive from the family - the 
familial level. We call this circle 
the Familial Thermometer. And 
finally the fourth and outer group 
concentrates on how the group-as
person organises life and work. This 
circle is the O.T., the Organisational 
Thermometer. 

Enquirer: That sounds very complex 
and unwieldy. 

Participant: Well, it is at first, but 
when you do it each week, sitting in 
a difrerent circle, it seems quite 
easy. Eventually we use only two 
circles - inner and outer - when 
we've practised the different 
Thermometers- emotional, familial 
and organisational. 

Enquirer: So what do you do with all 
this stuff - what's the pay-off? 

Participant: We discuss the insights 
in terms of our work, our families, 
our feelings about big issues like 
cuts or re-organisation. Most 
important is that we report back to 
the group our own initiatives in the 
world outside. 

Enquirer: How does that happen? 

Participant: In two ways. Firstly, 
we always end with a general 
discussion in a big circle. And 
secondly, we always start with what 
we call'Trauma, Trivias and Joys' of 
the week. Each person tells us a bit 

of their lives - such as 'the dog 
chewed matches and set fire to my 
house' or whatever. It's like an on
going soap opera but with ourselves 
as the subjects. You wouldn't 
believe the things that happen to 
people. 

Enquirer: Do you deal with big work 
issues, like the re-organisation of 
the NHS? 

Participant: We have worked on that 
-not only organisationally but at the 
familial and emotional levels as 
well. We find it helpful to use the 
tutors' group's ideas about mature 
and immature Human Eco-systems 
which they seem to have drawn from 
an obscure ecologist named 
Margalef, and a Buddhist researcher 
Ken Wilber. 

Enquirer: It all sounds too good to be 
true to me. Don't things go wrong? 

Participant: Sure. Any new social 
innovation has to make mistakes and 
go through crises. This one is still in 
its infancy and attempts to do in one 
course things that are ordinarily 
::lone in a whole number of separate 
courses. One crucial matter is that 
tutors and members need to be able 
to hold and contain some heavy 
emotions like fear of death, 
depression, loss, madness and so on. 
Although t don't want to give the 
impression that it's all heavy 
weather. In fact I've never laughed 
so much on a course in all my life. 

John Southgate and his colleagues have developed these community 
counselling circles through work in a number of different settings. Apart 
from the East Lincolnshire Area He"alth Authority, they have worked with: 
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a CommWlity Groups course in Lambeth, the Lonaon Borough of Islingwn 
decentralisation programme, an I.T. project 'Link' in Hackney, the British 
Association of Settlements and Social Action Centres; and work is planned 
to begin shortly with workers at an Asian Women's Refuge. 

Southgate's book about this method -'Community CoWlselling Circles, a 
New Social Invention', subtitled 'A Book of Working Notes, Cartoons and 
Diagrams for Teachers of the Method' - is available from the Institute for 
Social Inventions, 24 Abercorn Place, London NWB 9XP - Price £8.95 
(libraries and institutions), £5.95 (postage included) for Self and Society 
readers. 
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