
64 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SOCIAL EDUCATION                      N. 20/21_2011

Understanding and responding to 
the emotional challenge of working 
in residential child care settings: 
the case for staff support groups

Mark Taylor1
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Abstract
This paper considers why residential child care settings can be emotion-
ally demanding for practitioners and examines how staff support groups 
can help practitioners to recognise and address these demands.The pa-
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practitioners working in the group care environment. 
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“Many of us crumble, some more quickly than others. Others resort to de-
fence mechanisms; a sort of survival whereby they “shut down”, numb 
themselves so they don’t “see” what’s in front of them any more. But who 
watches out for this? Nobody. Nobody but us, and we’re all so busy it’s eve-
ry man and woman for him or herself until it hits the fan.”
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Is there a need for Staff Support Groups in Residential 
Child Care Services?
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The “Special Patient”
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“…only a group could achieve the capacity to recall past events with the 
merciless honesty for detail and corrections of evasions and distortions that 
this one required from and tolerated in its members.” 
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What is it like to be a Member of a Staff Support Group?
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2  The staff support group I describe in this paper shares many of the characteristics of what Haigh 
(2000), and Winship & Hardy (1999) classify as a staff sensitivity group. I use the name “staff sup-
port group” because this was the name for the group I attended. 
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“The Support Group”
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Coming to Terms with “The Special Patient”
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Greater Awareness of the Humanity of other Team 
Members and the Strain of their Jobs
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uncertainty or other problems can be reassuring. Sometimes a person has 
a sense of being very isolated in his life, imagining that others manage their 
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the establishment of a staff support group may have some merit. 
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