
Cohesion in a Culture Of Change

at



the state or process by 

which particles or a body or 

substance are bound 

together.

CHANGE:

COHESION:

to make different, to alter in 

condition, appearance etc.

together.

Change and cohesion are endemic to 

therapeutic communities



What is a Therapeutic Community? 

A Therapeutic Community is a treatment facility in which the community itself, through self-help and
mutual support, is the principal means for promoting personal change.

In a therapeutic community, residents and staff participate in the management and operation of the
community, contributing to a psychologically and physically safe learning environment where change
can occur.

In a therapeutic community, there is a focus on the bio-psych-social, emotional and spiritual
dimensions of substance use, with the use of the community to heal individuals and support the
development of behaviours, attitudes and values of healthy living. (ATCA Definition)



.

In 1973 the Aquarius Festival took 

place in Nimbin. It was a peak expression 

of the creative cultural ferment which 

arose with the anti-war,  anti-

conscription, student activism of the late .conscription, student activism of the late 

1960s and early l970s.



In 1973, in response to the large number of young itinerant people 

moving through the area after the Aquarius Festival The Buttery was 

established to provide a drop in centre and an opportunity for 

Christian Ministry to young people.







To quote from a promotional pamphlet of the time:

"Since then (1973) a community of committed Christians has evolved 

(and is evolving) having four clear aims:

Firstly: To communicate the Gospel of Christ.

Secondly: To care for fellow Christians.

Thirdly: To be involved in Social Action.

Fourthly: To develop a Christian community."



By 1982 The Buttery was offering:

•Support and understanding.

•A drug free environment.

•Space and time to learn and 

experience new ways of living

•Creative alternatives.

“The Buttery was seen as a community 

of addicts, volunteers and trained staff, 

where decision making is shared, and 

where each member was expected to 

actively participate in all aspects of the actively participate in all aspects of the 

program."



The employment of two new staff in 

1981 and 1982 introduced the "12 

step philosophy" and its influence on 

the program grew from that time.  

After some initial resistance the 12 After some initial resistance the 12 

step philosophy gradually became 

incorporated into the program as an 

adjunct to the holistic  living skills 

education.  



From 1985 -1989 a change in 

management saw three Managing 

Directors in a relatively short period of 

time, the retirement of some long 

serving Board members and the 

inevitable staff changes which all 

contributed to a period of dislocation in 

the management of the program.  With 

the appointment of a new Director in 

1988, and a new Board of Management, 

in 1989 a period of relative stability 

returned.returned.



Between 1989 and the present 

day The Buttery program 

evolved from the traditional 

model of a therapeutic 

community. A strong emphasis 

on the value of the 

therapeutic milieu remained, 

but building on top of this 

shared learning environment 

was the move to broaden the 

skills and the background of 

the counselling staff and to the counselling staff and to 

modify the program length 

and design.   Increasingly staff 

were recruited with a tertiary 

training background as well as 

personal life experience as a 

qualification;  the content of 

groups became more 

structured and individual case 

management paralleled the 

addressing of attitude and 

behavioural change which 

presented on a daily basis.



From July 1 2000 when the MERIT scheme started The Buttery had dedicated two of 

its voluntary beds to the  scheme as an interim measure while the relocation of a 

house took place.   The house, a former Brain Injury unit, was moved in five pieces 

and then refurbished on site.

As well as the physical change required to integrate MERIT referrals, program 

adjustments were required and the community had to adjust to the notion of new 

arrivals ‘fast tracked’ into the program while others had waited months for a bed.



The introduction of the SACS 

Award in 1996 prompted 

management to consider the 

terms and conditions of 

employment at The Buttery.

Instead of moving staff onto the 

Award an Enterprise Agreement 

was negotiated with staff allowing 

The Buttery to offer a salary 

package which responded to the package which responded to the 

particular needs of the workplace.

As with any industrial change the 

process of ambit claim and 

counterclaim brought its tensions 

between Management and Staff 

but the EA eventually was 

registered and has now been 

renegotiated on three occasions.



IN 1995 The Buttery Board of 

Management concluded that the current 

three acre site had run out or room for 

any service expansion and a decision was 

taken to relocate and rebuild on a 44 acre 

property that we owned nearby.

An architect was selected, plans 

drawn up and a Development 

Application submitted to Council in 

November 2007.



Building a new Buttery has been the other major focus of 2005-6, 

with the Development Application approved in May 2009



They always say time 

changes things, but you 

actually have to change 

them yourself. 

Andy Warhol 
The Philosophy of Andy Warhol

US artist (1928 - 1987)



Improved Services Mental Health Initiative

$65.7 million

NGO drug and alcohol 

treatment services across 

Australia funded through a 

competitive grants process to 

undertake a range of capacity 

building activities:

3 YEAR PROJECT

GOAL

To improve the capacity of 

The Buttery to address and 

deal with mental health 

issues.

1 of 3 rural NSW NGO’s



• workforce training;   ✔

Improved Services Mental Health Initiative

• partnerships with local area health services; ✔ and

• develop and implement policies and procedures that 

help to better identify and care for clients with co-

morbid presentations. ✔



Improved Services Mental Health Initiative



Improved Services Mental Health Initiative

STRUCTURAL

& 

PHILOSOPHICAL

POLICIES & 

PROCEDURES
PEOPLE, 

NETWORKS & 

COMMUNITY



Improved Services Mental Health Initiative

STRUCTURAL & PHILOSOPHICAL

Systematic Organisational Review

•DDCAT Audit – All services

•Staff Capability Audit – TC

•TC Program Review
• Philosophy

• Rules & Guidelines• Rules & Guidelines

• Program Structure

•Quality Improvement CyclesTherapeutic 

Community

Outreach Services

Northern Rivers 

Gambling Service

INTRA - General 

Community Outreach

MISA - Mental Illness 

& Substance Abuse   

Outreach



Improved Services Mental Health Initiative

POLICIES & PROCEDURES

Review, Revision & Rewrite

•National guidelines for co-morbidity

•Intake  and screening procedures

•Use of mental health screening tools

•Referral procedures:

• Into program (educate referring agencies)

• While in program • While in program (develop protocols)

• Leaving program (develop protocols)

•Assessment procedures including assessment 

tools

•Case management plans

•Program resource material

•Supervision

•Health & Safety policies & procedures

•General TC policies & procedures

•Database revised

Therapeutic 

Community

Outreach Services



Improved Services Mental Health Initiative

PEOPLE, NETWORKS & COMMUNITY

• Staff review and competency assessment 

using Dual Diagnosis Capability (ATOD 

Workers) Audit V5.0.2008

• Training Plan developed

• External training identified and attended

• Input sought from staff and residents

• Focus groups• Focus groups

• In-depth interviews

• Team building with staff

• Linkages with referral networks examined 

and required protocols identified

• Involvement in network meetings and on-line 

discussion groups

• Attendance at and participation in 

conferences and seminars

• Site visits to other service providers 

Therapeutic 

Community

Outreach Services



Improved Services Mental Health Initiative

Changing with Cohesion

• Be systematic – change must be embedded 

in systems, procedures and culture

• Consult others – let those affected by change 

have a say in what is to change

• Explain clearly – take the time to explain the 

change process to those affected and be change process to those affected and be 

prepared to do it a few times

• Take things slowly – Implement change one 

step at a time so that stakeholders can ease 

into the process 



Drug and alcohol dependence is not a 

consequence of choice, recovery is.  The 

means to exercise that choice in early 

recovery is often dependent on the support 

of an understanding group of people. The 

Buttery offers that opportunity via the 

therapeutic community.

Change challenges all of us when 

we are confronted by it but not many 

of us are forced by our circumstances

to enter into a therapeutic community to enter into a therapeutic community 

where the challenge to change is a daily 

affair.  

The closest empathic experience that staff of 

a TC can undertake is to create their own 

community for an intense period of living 

together, sharing, confronting and 

processing the range of feelings that arise.   

In May 2009 counselling staff at The Buttery 

did just that…this is their story.



RESIDENTIAL EXPERIENCE / STAFF TRAINING

Following the 2008 ATCA Conference, in the midst of discussing what we’d 

learned from it, we came up with a novel idea which could provide the 

counselling team with a more direct experience of life in a Therapeutic 

Community. The idea was this:

We combine professional development in an area of need with a week of We combine professional development in an area of need with a week of 

living together and following a weekly program as outlined for residents at 

The Buttery i.e. from wake up to bedtime curfew.



RESIDENTIAL EXPERIENCE / STAFF TRAINING

We saw the potential benefits of such an experiment as threefold:
1.By gaining a resident’s perspective, the Team would be in a better 

position to assess the application and efficacy of it’s range of therapeutic 

interventionsinterventions

2.The training could enhance consistency of approach in the area of group 

co-facilitation – this being the need we identified for further training, and

3.Through a process of Team Building, it could support our ability to work 

cohesively alongside Management in what promised to be an extended 

period change.



RESIDENTIAL EXPERIENCE / STAFF TRAINING

• First of all – the residents were informed of our plan – who were 

immediately intrigued and amused as they questioned whether we 

would be living on “their food budget”, doing the daily chores of 

cleaning, cooking, laundry etc. and then much laughter as I assured 

them not only would be doing all of the above, but also be bringing our 

“issues” to group with each having a turn at being “processed”.

• We informed them of a week of special projects for the community 

(such as refurbishing their community meeting room), with the Director, 

Admin and Night staff assisting with and overseeing the projects for 

four days and on the last day of the week they would have a ‘free day’. 



STAFF 

TRAINERS

Adam McLean

• We approached Adam McLean, who has extensive experience in Group 

Facilitation Training and outlined our needs for specific training in co-

facilitating large groups. This training was to span three days. 

Amos Hee

facilitating large groups. This training was to span three days. 

• Amos was our trainer for the final day – he would be introducing us to the 

Psycheck Program for managing mental health issues in a drug and alcohol 

setting.  



Group Psychotherapy with Addicted 

Populations – An Integration of 12-step 

The essential information for the group 

facilitation workshop can be  found in: 

RESIDENTIAL EXPERIENCE / STAFF TRAINING

Populations – An Integration of 12-step 

and Psychodynamic Theory

Philip J. Flores



To appreciate the context of our venture, I’ll first show you the 

residents’ timetable which reflects the range of groups held 

each week, and tell you a little about purpose of those groups.

• morning meeting

• house meetings

RESIDENTIAL EXPERIENCE / STAFF TRAINING

• house meetings

• case load groups

• dialogue

• applications and reviews



Residents Timetable



MORNING MEETINGS



HOUSE MEETINGS



CASE LOAD MEETINGS



TOPIC GROUPS



DIALOGUE GROUPS



APPLICATIONS & REVIEWSAPPLICATIONS & REVIEWS



The staff program was considerably more focused on process 

oriented groups – with the intention of giving each staff member 

an experience of being the focus of the group process, and also 

having their strengths assessed by their peers

RESIDENTIAL EXPERIENCE / STAFF TRAINING



Staff Training Timetable



• We have a team of seven Case Workers encompassing as 

broad a range of differences – personal and professional – as 

the residents we work with.

• Preparations: the week began for us on a Sunday – each 

staff member participating in preparing the venue (a staff 

member’s residence), budgeting, purchasing food and other 

RESIDENTIAL EXPERIENCE / STAFF TRAINING

member’s residence), budgeting, purchasing food and other 

supplies for the week, preparing program schedules, packing 

belongings etc.

• The Trainer was to meet the staff on Monday morning, 

observe two co-facilitated process groups and one procedural 

group. We were then to leave the Buttery and spend the rest 

of the week as outlined in the program.



• Picture of group



The features of community life in the TC all 

reflect a basic facet of theater – a contained 

setting where experiences are evoked and 

intensified for purposes of producing change. 

In the 24 hour compressed living situation of 

the TC, members constantly learn and the TC, members constantly learn and 

experience together. In this continual dialogue 

between individual and community, the 

process of transformation is the paramount 

story.
George De Leon



The underlying theme to the week appeared to play out in the tension between meeting our individual 
needs versus considering others and the organisational aims. This proved to provide a rich field for 
personal transformation, which was reflected at times as a lack of team cohesion while at other times 
a great sense of closeness and acceptance.

i.e. when we initially left The Buttery to settle in at the house, half the team sat on the front lawn for a 
time locked outside, while the team member with the key was tying up some last minute business at 
work. The juice for our group process had begun.



• Here is a shot of our mini TC for the four days, for four days this suburban house with its brick and 
tile frame was our sanctuary where we slept, ate, meditated, watched movies and participated in a 
number of group processes. 

• While Amos had arranged an offsite room each day to do our groups, after the first group we 
opted to retreat back to the lounge room of our TC house. This was a result of not feeling a 
sufficient level of safety and trust with the presence of in-house cameras in the room. 

• Irving Yalom highlights the importance of safety and trust in group therapy to allow meaningful 
personal disclosure to occur in group process. We personally experienced how facets of the 
physical space can engender safety and trust by providing a sense of containment and 
confidentiality.confidentiality.

• Since returning to work the Buttery has started yet another period of physical change with the 
commencement of renovations to Loft house. This has meant that our group room will be 
unavailable with a need to create a temporary group room. 

• We tried running groups in a large tent, and that was no good due to traffic noise, attacks by 
marauding bugs and mosquitoes and allergic reactions to the grass. Similarly, running groups in 
uncontained outdoor spaces relies on no rain, wind or intense sun.  So we have finally found safe 
haven in the lounge room of one of the remaining three houses.



• We had dinner out the first evening together, a highlight for one team member who enjoyed the 
opportunity to socialise with colleagues away from work. 

• After which we then separated some to attend a local 12 step meeting others who did not want to 
attend went home.  It had been an ongoing debate long before the residential week, who and why 
we would attend a 12 step meeting. This debate reflects the diversity of our team composition i.e 
some members who identify as addicts and for whom the fellowship plays an important part in 
maintaining their ongoing recovery, to others who do not identify as addicts nor are active 
members of the fellowship.

• Some of us slept on the floor two to a room others by themselves and others on the floor in the 
lounge room. Just like our residents we were challenged by snoring, different sleeping patterns lounge room. Just like our residents we were challenged by snoring, different sleeping patterns 
and little privacy or personal space. Some negotiation, assertiveness and speaking when affected 
was required to balance personal needs with house needs. Apart from early settling in jitters the 
team felt that we lived quite harmoniously together and that the residential aspect was valuable to 
gain the “community as method experience”.



What happened? 

• Day One  Involve On site observation of morning group and a dialogue group

• Different staff facilitated a morning group and a dialogue group at the Buttery before leaving for 
our own residential. 

• This gave us a rare opportunity to observe each other facilitation styles and gave our outside 
facilitator Adam a context and insight into the groups we run. 

Adam’s feedback of the groups was valuable on several levels:

• He highlighted the challenges of facilitating process groups which are generally considered too • He highlighted the challenges of facilitating process groups which are generally considered too 
large to be effective. (we can have up to 30 residents in most groups) He suggested that it is 
difficult to track and address all the processes occurring when the group is greater than 12 people.

• In fact this has lead us to change and reduce the size of our dialogue group by scheduling a group 
for new residents at the same time.



Adam also highlighted the need for adhering to the purpose of each group and 
assuming the different facilitator roles for those groups. Linda has already outlined the 
significant group types we utilize at The Buttery so it would means for exempt to:
•i.e. facilitate morning meeting more like a business meeting with its agenda and stick to 
that agenda rather than slipping into individual process with residents too much or 
giving advice.
•Co-facilitate group process in Dialogue groups, allow the residents to generate the 
process, create space and remain in relationship with co-facilitator.
•Assume a more diadatic role in Psycho-educational groups such as our Topic groups 
however balance by inviting interaction and participation. 
•His feedback and observations demonstrated how to track process in groups, 

Adam’s feedback of the groups

•His feedback and observations demonstrated how to track process in groups, 
identifying the major and minor themes, flow of interactions and points where you have 
the chance to open up or close process. 
•The themes of the community’s group process in dialogue were both task and 
maintenance driven:

• The need to address the community’s last minute practical questions before we 
left.

• acknowledge the  resident’s individual fears, excitements and concerns with 
staff leaving for a week (exit of the rational authority or parent roles leaving) It 
felt a little bit like Mum and Dad were going away on vacation without the kids. 



Each morning, team members participated in morning program activities such as walking dogs on 
the beach, meditation, light house walks and yoga. Sharing these activities was said to be the 
highlight of the week for several team members.







“Being together, rather than doing”

We even met our Director doing his 

morning program surfing while walking up 

to the lighthouse.





BALANCING THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS

• It was valuable to parallel the Buttery experience in placing equal importance on all the 
different aspects of the program such as morning and evening program, group participation, 
completing community responsibilities, work periods and individual counselling.

• We noticed that sometimes as counsellors and caseworkers we can become too focused on 
the psychological aspects of our work i.e providing individual counselling or group 
facilitation rather than looking at the resident’s whole participation in the all aspects of the 
program.

• On the whole it was felt that our residential experience contained a reasonable balance of 
psychological, emotional, physical and spiritual elements.



• In our initial morning meeting, the group dived 
straight into group process by challenging each other 
as to how some were not participating to group 
expectations.

• Just as our residents challenge others who do not 
attend or participate in various aspects of The Buttery 
program, we challenged each other in and around the 
level of participation from the first day. For example:

• One team member was supported to not the • One team member was supported to not the 
leave dinner table while were sharing a meal to 
make extensive personal phone calls.

• Another member was encouraged to join others 
in morning program by walking their dogs 
together.

• We also discussed the impact of some 
attending the 12 step meeting and others 
leaving and coming home.



Participation is the most comprehensive 

measure of individual change…

.. so Community-as-Method means that 

the membership itself establishes 

expectations or standards of participation 

and assesses whether individuals are 

meeting these expectations and responds 

George De Leon

meeting these expectations and responds 

to them with strategies to promote 

continued participation.



George De Leon

According to George De Leon’s concept of “Community as method”

• The overarching goal of the therapeutic community is to sustain the individual’s full 
participation in the community so that he or she can achieve the social and psychological 
goals of lifestyle and identity change.

• Participation infers that the individual engages in and learns to use all of the elements of 
the community as the tools for self-change. 

• Though indirect, participation can be seen as the most comprehensive measure of • Though indirect, participation can be seen as the most comprehensive measure of 
individual change. 

• Unknowingly our membership had established its own expectations or standards of 
participation for our community. We were was assessing individuals as to whether they 
were meeting these expectations and challenging them thru group process to participate 
more fully.





Training with Adam McLean

Our team came alive as in the first morning meeting and it was decided to drop some of the 
formal sense of learning co-faciliation skills in favour of watching Adam facilitate group 
process where each of us got to explore a professional or personal issue. 

These process groups became a highlight for many team members 
In watching Adam facilitating group process they felt they learnt many valuable facilitation 
skills such as: “Less can be more or better and let the clients do the work”.

Also some team members commented how they underwent a powerful, nourishing personal 
process, for which they were grateful. They feel that there is no time or space for this at process, for which they were grateful. They feel that there is no time or space for this at 
work. Indeed their professional roles require they facilitate others in their transformation not 
focus on themselves.



Training with Adam McLean

Several other team members were also able to co-facilitate with Adam during the group 
process allowing for the development of their therapeutic skills.

Some team members reflected that because we got so far deep into our issues we 
got sucked into the seduction of processing for which here is little time or 
inappropriate in our professional roles.

Indeed two months after the week there needs to be caution at going in so deeply 
when were only together for a week and then required to spring back to our 
professional roles and lives outside a closed community.

This was highlighted by one team member being triggered by our next evening 
programme activity of watching a DVD on trauma. They grappled with this alone 
overnight and then brought it to group for processing the next morning. 

Whilst this team member was appreciative of the space to deal with there issue, we 
became acutely aware that as individuals we need ongoing external professional 
support.  Because in the next week we are back into our professional roles and 
dealing with our families, lives and the wider community.  

In contrast to our residents at The Buttery who have six months and multiple levels of 
support to deal with the complex issues of addiction. This event raised our awareness 
around the context and timing of dealing with complex trauma issues with residents. i.e. too 
early or too late in the program may mean that residents do not   have the necessary skills, 
time or ongoing support.

















Eating together last meal/house meeting

To finish the group process we undertook an appreciative inquiry task. This involved identifying 
each others strengths that we observed in our roles at work. We then identified ways we thought 
others could stretch or extend these strengths and any challenges that stretch might evoke. This 
was a valuable exercise as each of us received constructive feedback from all team members and 
ways we could extend ourselves in our roles as caseworkers.

A theme emerged in my feedback of demonstrating good insight into residents processes and ways 
to stretch myself which would be allow more space and less questioning in group process. This 
might allow space for more client vulnerability.

Wednesday evening programme involved a fabulous Malaysian feast cooked by Amos in which all 
the team and trainers attended. In some ways it modeled our residents weekly house meetings 
where we got to share a meal, share how we were going and revisit some elements of the weeks 
training. 

After two days of intense group process and four days living together our final day involved training 
on the screening tool psycheck. It was a great way to pull us out of our emotional and psychological 
depths to a more clinical and cognitive space.



• Better understanding and acceptance 

between team members 

• Training proved to be a catalyst for individual 

change

• Deeper appreciation of community-as-

SUMMARY

• Deep personal therapy has consequences 

with potential conflicts in professional 

development

• Deeper appreciation of community-as-

method as an agent of change

• Therapeutic change is a 24/7 reality

• A range of different group types is important 

as is flexibility in facilitation styles as 

required for each group

• Value of a having a little distance and space 

away from the usual work environment



Better understanding and acceptance between team members

•Unanimously, team members felt they understood and knew themselves and others better after the 
week.

•At the end of the week, team cohesion and intimacy levels were at their highest.

•However a paradox appeared two months on, despite apparent team fragmentation there was an 
increased ability to be honest, direct, challenging and vulnerable with each other.

•It seemed that we were communicating from a more real level

•Borrowing from Lauren Porter’s definition for attachment, It seems our mini TC experience allowed us •Borrowing from Lauren Porter’s definition for attachment, It seems our mini TC experience allowed us 
“to know ourselves better within 



Training proved to be a catalyst for individual change

•For one team member the week crystallised their need to pursue their interests in another field.

•This lead to some destabilisation of the team short term while its composition changed.

•Full & part time positions change, with a resignation also announced.

Deep personal therapy has consequences with potential conflicts in Deep personal therapy has consequences with potential conflicts in 
professional development

•The group wants to recreate time and space for the team to meet outside work on a 6 month basis.

•2 months on, there is a cautiousness at revisiting deep personal issues or therapy within such a limited 
time frame as well as the potential conflicts with our professional roles.

•Indeed can we model to our residents healthy individuation, where self-care & self-responsibility is 
reflected by maintaining strong personal boundaries whilst still remaining open and vulnerable.



Deeper appreciation of community as method as an agent of change

•Personally this training gave me a deeper appreciation & understanding of “community as method” as 
the primary agent of change

•Indeed it reinforced my rational of why we do what we do & why it works.

Therapeutic change is a 24/7 reality

•It was recognized that the TC experience is an ongoing 24/7 group process where therapeutic change 
or value is often gained in less formal activities like morning or evening program.or value is often gained in less formal activities like morning or evening program.

•Having felt the intensity of the TC process we are also questioning a need to provide a little more 
unstructured space in the residents hectic program.



A range of different group types is important as is flexibility in facilitation 
styles for each group type.

•The feedback was mixed around getting needs met for co-facilitation skills

•Some team members felt that their anxiety around how they are perceived by colleagues and co-
facilitators was lessened particularly by the appreciative inquiry task and initial group observations

•Other wanted further space to be allocated to refining co-facilitation skills & understanding group 
process theory.

•Overall team members recognized the value of better relationships with colleagues leads to better co-
facilitation within groups.facilitation within groups.

Value of having a little distance and space away from the usual work 
environment

•Finally it was greatly appreciated by staff that our organisation created time and space away from our 
usual work environment.

•It generated energy and an ongoing commitment for the work. The distance also allowed us to laugh 
about some of the challenges of our work and to moved by the beauty of it.

•It was an organisational reward or acknowledgment for the intense challenges that our work demands 
at time and a reminder of the outstanding rewards one feels when we negotiate the inevitable changing 
nature of life.


