Central Manchester women’s aid offers shelter and advice to women who are survivors of domestic abuse. Many of the women attend The Friday drop in session where, as well as accessing support from the project workers, they also have an opportunity to sit together around the dining table and eat home cooked food. This creates a warm and informal environment where the women and their children relax in safety over a cup of tea and a curry.
Although the women attended the drop in sessions frequently, often with their small children, they very much focussed on their individual circumstances and difficulties and had not begun to evolve into any kind of group. Tricia, one of the session leaders, felt that the women possessed a wealth of untapped experience and talents. She wanted to explore how these gifts and skills could be developed and utilised within the group with a view to the women coming together for mutual support and friendship. However, the current set up meant that the women only looked to the session leaders for support and solutions to their problems. Although they would see each other most weeks, they did not know much about one another and did not have any kind of group identity. 
The HSA foundation received a request from Tricia to work with the women over a period of time with the aims of developing the capacity of the group and enabling members to become peer mentors.

We arranged for the women to attend six sessions.

During the sessions the women were encouraged to explore their own individual development along with the development of the group.
Individual development

 We did this by gathering information about what was important to the women and what was important for them. We used appreciative enquiry to explore each woman’s capacity and shared what group members liked and admired about each other. Cath, who openly said that she hated any kind of group work, was moved to tears by what people had said they liked and admired about her. She said that she was going to stick it on her fridge so that she could read it when she was at a low ebb to remind herself of her good points. Sally said that she had always felt weak and powerless, but seeing that someone had written that she was brave and strong had helped her to think differently about herself and what she had achieved by leaving her violent husband. 

Each woman developed their own one page profile sharing what was important to them and what good support at the group looked like. We also explored what was working and not working for them and encouraged them to developed individual action plans for them to take forward. Some women particularly enjoyed exploring their dreams for the future; however for others this was difficult given the current reality of their situations.
Group development 
The women spent tome exploring the purpose of the group and created a visual representation which served as a reminder of why they met and what they wanted to achieve together.

The sessions also covered developing ground rules for the women. These were different to the ground rules of the organisation and promoted a feeling of ownership and shared responsibility that had not existed previously. Some of the ground rules were to “help each other”, “to go out together”, “to make friends” “to all take part” “to share recipes and food” to speak together and share with each other”.

As the women became more confident, we matched strengths and talents to roles within the group. 
Nadia loved to cook and already created many of the wonderful dishes that were enjoyed by the women on Fridays. She was happy for this to be recognised and volunteered to take more responsibility around shopping for the ingredients and planning “themed” meals.

Nabela had been through some pretty tough experiences in her life, such as having to flee from her husband in Pakistan for her own safety and having no choice but to leave her children at the time. Her successful battle to bring her children to the UK to live with her meant that she was a source of inspiration to others in a similar situation. Nabela was happy to take the role of “good listener” which helped to provide emotional support to those wanting to talk to someone who knew what they were going through.
Amma became the group’s informal interpreter, supporting the women who were still learning to speak English to be able to express themselves.

The women identified what was working and not working  about the group and developed a shared action plan to address what needed to change. This included organising more support for the women with small children, having more of a say in how the group functions and raising funds to cover transport costs.
We addressed having more of a say by creating a decision making agreement. This was a new and powerful concept for the women. Their decisions ranged from, “whoever cooks does not wash up” to, “when we involve the police?”
As the sessions progressed each member of the group and the workers learned more about what was important to and for one another. The recording currently used at the centre had only focussed on problems and difficulties, but didn’t touch on the women’s individuality or capacities. Using the one page profile ensured that rich information was gathered which gave an insight into different aspects of the women’s lives which  were also of importance, knowing this information ensured that support from the workers and peers would be more individually tailored . 
The women began to grow in confidence and self esteem. Having roles meant that they felt that they had a contribution to make, something to offer the other women. They began to develop friendships within the group and started to look to one another for support and solutions. Lydia was expecting her first baby, she had recently left India due to domestic abuse and had been ostracised by her family and community, she said she felt isolated and lonely and was scared to death about the prospect of labour and being a new mum. Amma had become close to Lydia while interpreting for her in the group and understood her fears. They kept in contact between the groups meetings and Amma made sure that she was there to hold Lydia’s hand when she gave birth to her daughter. Amma said that this would not have happened if she hadn’t had the opportunity to learn about what was important to Lydia during the group sessions.
Creating individual and shared action plans allowed the women to have more control, shared ownership and responsibility over their lives and the group. One of their “not working” actions was to raise funds for women who struggled to attend the group due to having to pay for transport. With the help of the centre workers they organised a fund raising event and created a transport pot.
Many of the women had described how their domestic situations had left them feeling vulnerable, powerless and socially isolated. Developing this model of “self help” group created opportunities for the women to share their experiences and capacity and to build a sense of community. They were given opportunities to make decisions within their sphere of control and to share ownership and responsibility for the development of their group.
