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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Practitioners often face questions about how to approach
adolescents to join a group where they can develop healthy
relationships with themselves and their peers. A growing number of practitioners and researchers value creative—nondeliberative—forms of working with such groups. This article
discusses the artful, actional methods the authors use in their
work with time-limited small groups of adolescents (age
14–17) who experienced behavioral challenges. These creative
methods were used in settings such as secondary schools,
counseling centers, and nongovernmental organizations in
Lithuania during social skills training groups facilitated by the
social workers.

Received 17 March 2015
Revised 15 May 2015
Accepted 27 May 2015
KEYWORDS

Adolescence; creative
methods; nondeliberative;
social work with groups

“All children are artists. The problem is how to remain an artist once you grow
up”. ~ Pablo Picasso (n.d.)

How can we support and accompany young people as they struggle with all
their tasks, questions, problems, and changes in what Erik Erikson describes
as “no-man’s land between childhood and adulthood” (cited in Roazen, 1997,
p. 88)? What are the best means to help them find easier ways to know and
connect with themselves and their peers? These are the questions that adults
close to adolescents often ask themselves. During transitional periods such as
adolescence, individuals, driven by developmental change, are in marginal
positions of having lost an established and accustomed status and not yet
having acquired their new status (Herbert & Harper-Dorton, 2002). In the
world of adolescents, self-discovery is the major task that allows them to
shape their identities as unique people. Self-esteem is also an important
element for healthy adjustment during adolescence, and the environment
makes a huge impact on adolescents’ self-esteem. Group work with adolescents offers them an opportunity to be with peers who are similar to them,
who understand them, and who satisfy their need for belonging. However,
deliberative, cognitively focused approaches to sharing problems and feelings
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in a group are often ineffective. This article discusses the rationale for the use
of creative, nondeliberative group activities with adolescents, and presents
examples of practice that employ “artful, actional and analogic forms of
solution-seeking” (Lang, 2016, p. 103)
Group work with adolescents continues to be a highly recommended option
(DeCarlo & Hockman, 2004), and it “is one avenue for promoting the reflective
and critical thinking necessary to clarify values and make healthy decisions”
(Malekoff, 2014, p. 5). According to Northen and Kurland (2001), the very act of
forming a group is a statement of belief in people’s strengths and in the fact that
each person has something to offer and to contribute to the lives of others. The
role of a group becomes even more important in adolescence due to the
increasingly diminishing family influence and growing peer influence. Using
nondeliberative group activities that are “spontaneous, intuitive, inventive,
holistic, [and] creative (Lang, 2016, p. 100) can help adolescents develop selfawareness and relationships with their peers in comfortable and enjoyable ways.
Moreover, when group members struggle with conceptualizing problems or
sharing emotions, activities that are imaginative and expressive, such as
drama, art, and fantasy, evoke and utilize maximum personal resources
(Benson, 2010). As Lang (2016) explains, “nondeliberative social group work
takes place in a lived, experienced reality of the participants rather than removed
from it in order to scrutinize it” (p. 102), and therefore provides avenues for
experiential learning (Benson, 2010; Lebedeva, 2013; Misiukonis, Matulevičiūtė,
& Grajauskas, 2014). Rivers (1996), who studied with Lang in 1992, stresses the
value of nondeliberative practice based on the “do, then think” approach. He
suggests that creative, nondeliberative forms of practice may provide opportunities for support by taking initiative, respectfully considering ideas, expecting
competence and capability of the learner, and having the freedom to experiment
and take risks. He also notes that the desire for pleasure or enjoyment is an
internal motivator. Similarly, Joiner (2012) shares her positive experience that,
when working in a comfortable manner using activities, participants are more
excited about coming to group. Children enjoy using a variety of methods, so
they begin to open up and work on their problems in a new way (Hobday &
Ollier, 2007). Nondeliberative practices are not only attractive methods of
advertising a new group, but also provide the possibility “to open the doors”
to one’s inner resources.
Reflections from practice
The authors share their practical experience in working with small groups of
adolescents in Lithuania. The selected activities are appropriate for youth age
14 to 17 years who experience a range of behavioral issues. Implemented over
several years, the program examples that follow illustrate the application of
nondeliberative activities in multiple settings (secondary schools and
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counseling centers, nongovernmental organizations [NGOs]) during social
skills training groups facilitated by the social workers. The groups were close
ended, lasting for eight to 10 sessions. The activities included aboriginal
folklore names, “What would you be if you were an animal?,” the stone of
strength, my card, favorite pie, and guiding with blindfold.
Creative method #1: Aboriginal folklore names
Aim
To promote self-awareness in adolescents and reveal information about the
self.
Method
The adolescents were asked to create their own folklore name, as people do in
certain traditional cultures such as Native North American and Australian
Aboriginal cultures. They were advised to reveal themselves through symbols,
metaphors, natural phenomena, or animals. The activity relates to one of the
features of nondeliberative practice—it brings out the creative competences
of the adolescents through analogic form. After the adolescents had presented their names, they were asked to discuss and explain the meanings and
reasons for their respective choices.
Discussion
The authors recommend that groups play this game no earlier than the
third meeting because the group has to “warm up,” and the adolescents,
first, have to feel safe and secure in the group. It is important for each
member of the group to participate in selecting, presenting and discussing
his or her Native name. For example, after a boy had presented his name
—“Electric fish”—others began adding their perceptive explanations, additions, and feedback to it: “A fish is a symbol of God, and this, for example,
means that God seems to be important to you.” It is interesting to note
that in most cases the created names were very unique. The adolescents
put serious effort into the activity and became engaged in the task,
suggesting that nondeliberative methods can promote the process of selfdiscovery and awareness. The activity also demonstrates that adolescents
want to know themselves better and are interested in self-discovery
through analogic forms. In one group, a girl presented herself with a
name that, at first, implied a negative meaning. Even when offered the
opportunity to change her name, she was confident that she still wanted to
be “Black Witch.” In this case we worked with her longer to find out what
this name meant to her and what she liked about it. Not until we made
sure that all her explanations were positive, with thoroughly considered
qualities, did we move to the discussion of the names of other group

SOCIAL WORK WITH GROUPS

237

members. This illustrates the importance for the social worker of exploring
the meaning of the new name to the creator and not imposing one’s own
views and interpretations on the name.
This exercise of using symbols to give oneself a new name offers adolescents a chance to delve more deeply into their identity. In doing so, it is
possible to highlight one’s own remarkable qualities and look at the hidden,
unknown inner space, which the Johari Window model of interpersonal
awareness describes as “unknown self,” an area that exists in everyone
(Luft & Ingham, 1955). Symbols are part of nondeliberative practice. It refers
to what Lang (2016) describes as “providing avenues for expression other
than verbal” and then engaging in deliberation afterwards to process the
activity (p. 113). Interestingly, we found that adolescents usually use two
concepts for their names, less often—three concepts. By telling others their
new names, adolescents reveal a lot of information—their relation with
themselves, how they feel in their world, and what topics are relevant to
them at the moment (e.g., use of sports symbols). Although the name was
generally used to present perceived qualities, it sometimes revealed very
important aspects that the adolescents seemed to not fully understand
themselves.
In a society, people may be unaware or only partly aware of their intuitive, analogic
perceptions and functioning, and may lack knowledge of their significance.
Nondeliberative analogs are crafted as needed, invented on the spot, created by
their maker and oriented to their creator’s specific data-processing of life experiences. (Lang, 2016, p. 103)

When group members were unaware of some of the meanings captured in
their Native names, the social worker spent more time on the discussion and
actualization of the name. For example, one 13-year-old girl named herself “Wet
Owl.” She explained that she chose “owl,” as she “feels that she has wisdom, is
interested in exciting things, interested in a lot of things.” Still, she could not
explain why she added the word wet to her name, “I just feel this way.” As this
part of the name was pronounced quite explicitly, we made attempts to explore
what led her to feel this way. Having received the feedback from the social
worker and group about what being “wet” meant to them, the girl smiled
showing that she had found an answer inside. It confirms Benson’s (2010) belief
that imaginative techniques “build a bridge between the conscious self and
unconscious elements and . . . mediate between the rational mind and its more
irrational, affective, and intuitive parts” (p. 157). This nondeliberative activity
helps adolescents find ways to describe or define themselves with words they
may not have found on their own.
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Creative method #2: “What would you be, if you were an animal?”
Aim
To help group members learn more about themselves, name their positive
qualities, and strengthen their identity.
Method
Ask each adolescent, one by one, to answer the question: “What animal
would you be if you were an animal?” After each adolescent shares the
animal they chose, each group member, in turn, shares what animal he or
she thought that person could be or resembled, and what positive qualities
this animal has.
Discussion
According to Lang (2016), children and adolescents are populations that
often are identified as benefitting from nondeliberative forms of practice as
they are more responsive to expressive art therapies. The adolescents in this
group engaged in this task very actively; it seemed as though they had been
waiting for the chance to share what they thought about each other.
Nondeliberative activities let them express themselves using artful, actional
forms and symbols that brought to light “competences of the person other
than those prominent in deliberative problem-solving” (Lang, 2016, p. 107).
They listened intently to what others were saying about them. The social
worker had to be very mindful to facilitate the group in such a way that
ensured that the principles of positivity and respect were followed, and to
prevent all participants from sharing simultaneously. Interestingly, animals
that the adolescents and the group workers thought of for each participant
often coincided (e.g., almost all adolescents described one boy as a dog,
another as a dolphin, another as a rare animal such as a ground-hog). One
could only guess at what determined such similarities in descriptions; it is
possible that adolescents are very good at recognizing and naming qualities
in one another and at analyzing nonverbal behavioral reactions.
In this activity, the adolescents relaxed deeply and chose a symbol without
any words—an animal representing certain explicit qualities of themselves.
The staging of the activity illustrates one of the features of nondeliberative
problem solving, “The process of sidestepping into another reality appears as
the means to first approach a task analogically” (Lang, 2016, p. 104). Selecting
an animal with subsequent explanation of what qualities led to this choice
(e.g., a dog, as he or she is friendly, active, and cheerful) helps considerably in
receiving the feedback about the adolescent’s temperament. When the group
is ready to share, each member receives feedback from the group that serves
as a mirror reflecting the emerging image back to the adolescent. Because the
group shares positive perceptions only, this playful exercise helps validate the
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positive qualities of each adolescent, thus enhancing self-confidence. The
exercise also offers the adolescents the possibility to hear and receive information about themselves that they previously had not been aware of or were
unsure of until their peers verbalized or validated it.
Creative method #3: The stone of strength
Aim
To identify one’s own strengths and develop self-confidence.
Method
First, group members write their own name in the middle section at the top
of a piece of paper. Next, on the left side of the sheet, they list what they
think their own strengths are, and on the right side they write down what
they would like to learn. After the task is completed, adolescents are given a
natural stone and tools for writing on stone and create their own symbol that
represents and serves as a reminder of their strengths. Sufficient time must be
allocated for the exercise to make sure that adolescents do not rush to
identify their strengths, and that they find the most authentic and appropriate symbol. After the individual work is completed, the group members
lay out their stones for others to see and share their emotions and thoughts.
Discussion
This exercise is recommended for older adolescents (14–17) who, in our
experience, are more comfortable expressing their strengths through symbols. Identifying current strengths helps adolescents develop awareness and
build confidence in their capabilities. Identifying what they would like to
learn cultivates a growth mind-set because it presupposes that such learning
is possible for each adolescent. In addition, drawing is an invitation for
adolescents to start thinking of nonverbal ways to represent the qualities
they possess and the ones they need to find inner balance and strength. The
process of sharing depends on the readiness of each individual member and
the entire group’s receptivity for sharing, as well as on the social worker’s
ability to create a safe and nonjudgmental space for this to happen. Although
they are drawing on the sheet of paper, adolescents become relaxed and start
exploring the qualities and abilities that make them feel stronger. It must be
acknowledged that not all adolescents succeed in finding such qualities and
naming them right away. However, after it is explained that these could be
seemingly small, everyday things that they are good at (e.g., certain subjects
at school), they feel more at ease and start recognizing their strengths. It is
these strengths that are the basis of their developing personality. A considerable amount of the exercise time is spent by each adolescent on self-reflection, “What kind of person am I? What are my strengths?” Discussion of this
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exercise is valuable when the group is highly connected, which, we believe, is
possible at the intimacy stage of the group (Garland, Jones, & Kolodny, 1965/
1978), as group members are willing to share their own inner discoveries
with others when they feel good and safe inside the group. This exercise is
recommended for groups of no more than eight members.
Exercises using nondeliberative methods create the conditions for adolescents to explore and learn about themselves. “Nondeliberative problemsolving takes place in artful, actional, and analogic spheres of human
functioning” (Lang, 2016, p. 110), that adolescents find engaging and
enjoyable. It also “employs a self-determining, self-directed process”
(Lang, 2016, p. 110) which appeals to adolescents and promotes understanding of themselves as a changing person. The stone of strength activity
gives them an opportunity to observe and note their current and hopedfor strengths. Interestingly, after the task has been completed (listing
strengths, drawing their symbol), some adolescents are unwilling to share
their inner discoveries with others, preferring to keep them private. They
may need more time to integrate their newly discovered “treasures” and
self-awareness. It is therefore important that the social worker ensures that
the group is facilitated in such a way that the need to share and the need
for self-reflection are satisfied.

Creative method #4: My card
Aim
To develop self-esteem, self-awareness and awareness of others, to enhance
positive feelings towards oneself, and to help group members become closer to
each other and to develop a sense of community. Similar to the previous activity
this one also reflects some of the central features of nondeliberative practice such
as problem solving that “produces resolutions that will be mobile, portable,
transferable and applicable to other spheres” (Lang, 2016, p. 110).
Method
First, group members sit in a circle and write their names down on
16 × 18 cm cardboard card. Next, the cards are then turned over and put
in the middle of the circle with the name side up. After the cards have been
placed in the middle of the circle, each participant takes one card (participants cannot take their own cards). Then adolescent write down something
positive about the person whose card they have selected next to the name and
puts the card back in the middle. This step is repeated, until each adolescent
has written on all cards. The social worker then takes all the cards and reads
what has been written on the card one by one, and the participants try to
guess who the social worker is reading about. Adolescents have strong
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emotional experiences when they hear positive things read about them in
front of others in the group.
After hearing what has been written on the cards about each of them, the
adolescents are asked to share what they felt when hearing other group
members’ opinion about them, and what it was like for them to find words
to describe the other adolescents.
Discussion
For some of the adolescents it is not easy to hear and receive the positive
qualities that other group members attribute to them. Adolescents with low
self-esteem have found it difficult to believe that they are seen as having so
many positive qualities, “At first, I was afraid that I might hear that someone
has written down that I am a fool.” However, they are often pleased to be
able to take the cards home, “I took out the card before going to bed and kept
reading it—was that really about me?” This exercises helps adolescents
develop a sense of “self.” The stronger the picture of themselves that adolescents possess, the more they experience a sense of self-control, an active
stance, and self-confidence.
Creative method #5: Favorite pie
Aim
To become comfortable revealing important thoughts and opinions to others
and to develop understanding, acceptance and respect for another person’s
opinion.
Method
Each participant draws a big circle on the sheet of paper; this is the “favorite
pie.” Afterwards, they separately write down the things, activities, and friends
that are important in their personal lives. Then the circle is split into unequal
shares (“pieces”) using colored pencils: the thing, activity, or person that is
most important and has the biggest role in the adolescent’s life is written in
the biggest piece; less significant things, activities, or people are written in the
second biggest piece, and so on. The adolescents then present the “pie” and
describe it to each other in pairs. In every day life adolescents usually do not
have the opportunity or the special conditions they require to reflect on their
lives and get feedback from their peers. This creative method with its symbolic features takes place in Lang’s (2016) “artful, actional and analogic forms
of solution-seeking”(p. 103). The activity helps adolescents learn more about
themselves and their peers as it “employs competences of [the] person other
than those prominent in deliberative problem-solving” (Lang, 2016, p. 109).
It is important that, when presenting their drawings, the adolescents
explain their selection of the ingredients in their “favorite pie”: What is
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your “favorite pie” made of? What things are the most important in it? Tell
us what is important about this to you? Do you like your “pie”?
Discussion
This exercise helps adolescents learn that each of them has a different
“favorite pie.” It is very interesting and important for them to experience
that each participant has people, things, or activities that are important to
them: “I’ve never thought that a hamster could be so important to someone,”
“When I looked at my pie, I realized that I really liked it,” “Wow, friends take
so much of my pie, and my mom has just a bit.” The world of an adolescent
is in the process of forming, and they are often experiencing messiness,
chaos, and inner conflicts. The group worker must perceive them as a
changing person: the things that are important today may be the very things
that are the least important tomorrow. As we know from Lang’s (Lang, 2016)
nondeliberative theory, artful, actional and analogic forms of practice enable
group members to stay “here and now” and “do, then think” (p. 101). As this
activity illustrates, for adolescents it is essential that they be able to explore
what is important for them and to express themselves non-verbally, thus
“fostering effectance through activity” (Lang, 2016, p. 112).
Variations: “Fear pie”
In this variation, participants write down the things they are afraid of in the
pieces of the pie. This offers a great opportunity for adolescents to share and
discuss their fears, to see that everyone has fears, and to see the similarities
and differences between their own and others’ fears.
Creative method #6: Guiding with blindfold
Aim
To develop trust in others, and a sense of responsibility to others. To help the
blindfolded person learn about what it is like to depend on someone else to
guide him or her around his or her world.
Method
This game is played in pairs, and depending upon the conditions, may be an
indoor or an outdoor activity. As this method requires mutual trust and
responsibility, we do not recommend using it at the beginning stages of the
group as adolescents are still learning about each other, trying to find their
place in the group, attributing certain roles to themselves and other participants in the group, and feeling uncomfortable and indecisive. “Guiding
blindfold” is played at the third fourth meeting, when the adolescents have
already become familiar with each other and are trying to understand
whether the group can be trusted. The pairs are randomly formed by the
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group worker. Roles are attributed to partners in each pair: one is “the
blindfolded person” (and must close his or her eyes); the other is a “silent
guide” who guides the blindfolded person. After 15 to 20 minutes, the
partners exchange roles.
The task
The experience is discussed right after the game by asking the participants
about what they felt when they had to trust another person or assume
responsibility for another person. When the game was played with 16- to
17-year-olds, they first seemed to take the task lightly; in particular, there
were more of them who wanted to guide the blindfolded person. However,
when they had to take their peers’ hands and guide them around the
premises, they concentrated on the task and were able to assume responsibility for another person. This is characteristic even of adolescents with
behavior problems. They find it very important that the friend they have
guided gives them positive feedback on their efforts, and tells them that they
felt safe and cared for.
Discussion
This game evokes a number of feelings in adolescents. First of all, they
experience the condition of not being able to see, having to learn about the
world by touch only, and being unable to verbalize their own thoughts since
the game is silent. When sharing, they stress the experience of having to trust
another person completely, to let themselves be guided, and to learn about
the environment in the dark, “At first, it was difficult to trust, I thought I
would be intentionally forced down the stairs, but then I felt that I was being
protected,” “It was very scary to not see anything; I was very careful, I held
Tom’s hand tight.” The guides experience many emotions because they must
assume responsibility for another person and protect him or her, “I was
afraid he would fall, hurt himself,” “I didn’t like being responsible for another
person, I was very worried.” By creating a dark, silent “alternative environment” for interaction (Lang, 2016, p. 111), this analogic activity helps adolescents become friends, creates a sense of community, and reveals abilities
that they may not have found or taken credit for owing to low self-esteem.

Conclusion
When adolescents are actively involved during all activities and games, they
have the possibility of relaxing, experiencing positive emotions, forming their
own identities, establishing trusting relationships with others, strengthening
existing social skills and developing new ones. Active, creative and nondeliberative methods make it easier for the participants to develop trust because
learning through activities “provides opportunity to experience successful
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performance” (Lang, 2016, p. 112). Such activities also help to create community, a feeling of “WE” that means the group has been formed, to be
together, to communicate openly, to create a favorable group atmosphere, to
establish norms, and to distribute influence and roles within the group.
Problem solving in analogic forms helps adolescents become more comfortable expressing their own opinions and creates an opportunity for them to
learn to accept and tolerate other people’s opinions through active feedback.
This trust strengthens self-awareness and psychological resilience.
It is important that adolescents are perceived as changing people and that
their changes are noticed during the group process. It is valuable to remember that the creative methods and techniques should not be valued more than
what is going on inside the group and between the group members.
According Lang (2004) it is very important that social workers use group
work not as a context, but as a way to work with the “spontaneous, inventive
social interaction of members and worker in an evolving content and group
process in a ‘developing present’” (p. 36). In addition, the groupworker has to
keep in mind the purpose of the group when selecting nondeliberative
activities that will facilitate “problem-solving within one’s life, or in an
analogic, manageable equivalent of one’s life situation” (Lang, 2016,
p. 110). Nondeliberative, holistic work involves the whole person, and the
experiential nature of nodeliberative practice enables young people to find
resolutions to problems within the group that can be tranferable and applicable to the other areas of their lives.
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